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KERRY ANN WALLAERT 
 
Under the Direction of Dr. Jennifer Esposito Norris  
The Ph.D. is the pinnacle of education. The Ph.D. produces scholars who impact a discipline, the 
institution, and society. Expectations of scholars include demonstrating intellectual mastery in 
the field, conducting research, and creating new or expanding current knowledge.  It is within the 
context of doctoral education socialization, where attitudes and values of the professoriate are 
firmly shaped. Faculty and administrators, considered the foundational socialization agents, 
facilitate teaching and learning of Ph.D. students into the culture of education programs and 
academia. The Ph.D. experience is wrought with challenges and successes within and beyond the 
ivory tower. Experiences within academia highlight supervisor/advisor relationships, 
coursework, comprehensive exams, and the dissertation process. Experiences outside of 
academia, include family responsibilities, career obligations, and managing physical and mental 
health. Informed by constructionism, the study highlighted the experiences of Ph.D. students in 
education programs. Leaning on three theoretical frameworks of human capital, cultural capital 
and role identity theory, Ph.D. student experiences in and outside of academia were examined 
through interviews, documents, and photo essays. Mission statements of the institution, the 
college, and the program were examined to highlight the (mis)alignment of the statements with 
doctoral student experiences. Three research questions guided the study: 1) How do Ph.D. 
students experience doctoral education?  2) How do Ph.D. students’ experiences align with their 
 
 
institution/college/program mission statements? 3) How do Ph.D. students’ academic and life 
experiences align with the historical purpose of doctoral education? The research study, 
employing heuristic inquiry and narrative inquiry, examined the experiences of fifteen doctoral 
students in education programs in the United States. Composite characters and narratives 
represented the stories of the fifteen study contributors. Findings indicated Ph.D. students 
experience socialization differently based on location and program. Ph.D. students’ experiences 
highlighted the hegemony within doctoral education. Doctoral students negotiated complex 
identities, noting the importance of these in relation to their doctoral experiences. The policy 
implications for this study included a revision of the socialization process, an introduction of a 
new form of capital, and policy changes to the hegemony within doctoral education. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
 I started my doctoral education in the fall of 2016. I remember being full of optimism and 
wonder as I prepared for my first day of class. I hadn’t been inside a classroom as a student in 
ten years. I remember feeling somewhat nervous as I reviewed the syllabus online; however, my 
nerves dissipated as I looked down the road to the time when I would be able to write my 
dissertation. I could not wait to get to that point of doctoral education. I had an idea for my topic, 
I had started reviewing the literature, and I was excited to use class assignments to build my 
understanding of youth in foster care and how their experiences in the foster care system aligned 
(or not) with their education experiences.  
Reflecting on the days leading up to the start of my doctoral education, I am surprised at 
how naïve I was about the entire experience. I remember thinking about the advice that I had 
received from colleagues and friends who had completed a terminal degree. Common phrases 
included: make sure you get published; once you have the Ph.D., you can move into any 
administrative position in higher education; if you want to teach, you have to get a Ph.D.; you 
have to have the credentials to be taken seriously; and the best dissertation is a done 
dissertation.   
I explicitly remember shrugging off this advice because I believed my experience would 
be different. At the time I believed I would not experience many (if any) challenges with 
coursework or writing my dissertation. I looked forward to building a mentoring relationship 
with my advisor, like the one I had in my master’s program. I never imagined my doctoral 
experience would be wrought with life changes, health challenges, or struggles and success in 
my professional career. I did not consider how my identities as a white, female, first-generation, 
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full-time employee, full-time student, partner, and volunteer would become embedded within my 
role as a doctoral student.  
Now, five years and two months after starting my doctoral education, I am finishing my 
dissertation work. The research presented in this document is not what I expected or originally 
wanted to research for my dissertation. Somewhere along the way, after two or three topic 
changes and many tears, I fell in love with learning and writing about doctoral student 
experiences. I can postulate many reasons why this happened; however, the point is that it did 
happen. That magic moment when the dissertation shifted between feeling like a burden and a 
labor of love surprised me.  
Before I move into the literature review, research methodology, theoretical frameworks, 
etc., I provide context for the structure and decisions made during the research and writing 
processes of the dissertation. I settled on examining the experiences of doctoral students because 
I am a doctoral student. I wanted to create research and add to the literature of doctoral education 
from the perspective of doctoral students in education. While chapter two outlines the literature 
framing this study, I aim to clarify a few key points at the forefront of the dissertation.  
The purpose of this qualitative study focused on examining and highlighting the 
experiences of doctoral students in education. I aimed to address how Ph.D. students experience 
doctoral education differently. Ph.D. students’ identities remained an integral role to how the 
individual interacted with the doctoral student role and the ivory tower. I incorporated language 
such as the ivory tower, hegemonic, and identity(ies) as salient aspects of doctoral education. The 
research study situates doctoral education in the ivory tower – the metaphorical space or 
atmosphere where students engage in academic experiences separated from their everyday lives. 
The ivory tower in this study represented the opportunity to learn esoteric knowledge of a 
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particular discipline, surrounded by individuals (faculty, stakeholders, staff, and peers) who also 
engage in the acquisition of knowledge to address societal issues and inequalities. Within the 
space of the ivory tower, doctoral students engaged in learning about their discipline (education) 
and experienced socialization into the faculty role, often without regard to their future career 
goals and the inclusion of all their identities.  
Throughout the study, the word hegemony highlighted the historical purpose of doctoral 
education – to become a faculty member in academia. This dominant ideology of why 
individuals entered Ph.D. programs (to obtain a faculty role) remained prevalent within the 
literature and the experiences of the fifteen contributors. The traditional milestones of doctoral 
education (coursework, comprehensive exams, prospectus/proposal, and dissertation) supported 
the practice of preparing Ph.D. students for the faculty role. The socialization process, then, 
remained a symptom of the dominant ideology, situating higher education culture, discipline, 
faculty, and administration as the center of the socialization process. Within the hegemony of 
doctoral education, faculty and doctoral students became the two key actors in the socialization 
process, moving through and creating a response to the environment of the ivory tower.  
Finally, I made the decision to focus on multiple identities of doctoral students moving in 
and through the hegemony of doctoral education. Research studies (some explored in the 
literature review) focused on one or two identities – the two most prominent being race or 
gender. Several studies briefly mentioned the identities of the participants or completely 
disregarded participant’s identity(ies). I aimed to present the complexity of doctoral students in 
education in the United States, highlighting identities such as race, age, gender, (dis)ability, 
sexuality, parent, caregiver, child, full-time employee, and full-time student. I wanted the fifteen 
contributors to feel comfortable discussing their salient identity(ies) within the role of doctoral 
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student. The fifteen contributors engaged in conversations about how they experienced the 
hegemonic nature of doctoral education, indicating the lack of support for many of their 
identities within socialization, their program, and their institution.  
I selected the three theoretical frameworks for the research study with intentional 
purpose. The narrative told to me about credentials and needing the Ph.D. to move up within 
higher education served as a starting point for the theoretical frameworks. Human capital theory 
supported and challenged the notion of credentials, especially related to the belief credentials 
help an individual to move up within the hierarchy of the ivory tower. Cultural capital theory 
provided a lens to trouble the deficit viewpoint of historically marginalized people that remained 
central to human capital theory. The third framework, role identity theory, highlighted the role of 
the doctoral student in academia. Through the role identity framework, I examined the 
(dis)connection between the doctoral student role, human capital, and cultural capital.  
Throughout the dissertation, there are narrative sections provided by the researcher – me. 
Leaning on the methodological frameworks of heuristic inquiry and narrative inquiry, I center 
my voice within each chapter. This proved to be a challenge, as there are times when it felt 
uncomfortable to add in my voice. I resisted adding in my voice for fear that those reading the 
study would make assumptions about how I show up in the research. And yet, here is a rewritten 
introduction to center my voice within the research study.  
After collecting data from fifteen study contributors (which I define in chapter three), I 
chose to write composite characters and short story narratives to represent the data centering 
experiences of Ph.D. students in education. My goal in writing composite characters and short 
story narratives stemmed from my love of creative writing. I realized now, writing this section, 
that my creative writing voice had been stifled during my doctoral education as I learned to write 
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with an “academic voice”. In chapter three, I highlight how I troubled the representation of 
qualitative research data and the “traditional” practice of academic writing.  
The fifteen contributors are real humans working and experiencing doctoral education. 
Their stories and voices matter. Various aspects of doctoral education are represented in the vast 
literature about the topic; however, the stories in this study examined the identities and life 
experiences of the fifteen contributors in conjunction with their experiences within the ivory 
tower. To be clear, the composite characters and short story narratives do not represent my 
experiences in doctoral education. There are aspects of the fifteen contributors’ experiences and I 
that align – aspects of health, well-being, and fertility. As the third-person omniscient narrator 
writing the composite characters and short story narratives, I leaned into my creative writing 
abilities to accentuate the emotions in relation to the contributors’ experiences. However, I am 
not represented within any of the composite characters nor the short story narratives.   
Finally, I encourage readers to resist placing assumptions on this qualitative study. I 
implore readers to read the study with an open mind and engage with the research presented to 
trouble any preconceived notions about doctoral student experiences, higher education, and the 
hegemonic nature of doctoral education. Ask yourself where you gained your assumptions and 
beliefs about doctoral education, the ivory tower, and doctoral students. Engage and sit with the 
composite characters and short story narratives. Ask yourself if you see alignment (or not) with 
your own experiences in doctoral education or the ivory tower. Honor the contributors’ 
experiences as their reality in doctoral education, for you (the reader) cannot determine whether 
someone’s experience is real or not.  
By no means do I believe this is a perfect research study – despite my inner 
perfectionist’s desire to write a perfect study. I hope you take time to consider the fifteen 
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contributors as they shared their doctoral student experiences, albeit in composite characters, 
with you – the reader. It is not an easy task to admit you experience challenges, setbacks, and 
successes in doctoral education or the ivory tower, as the contributors will never know how they 
are perceived, what assumptions will be made, or how the act of sharing their personal 
experiences may impact their future career and reputation. Doctoral education is wrought with a 
variety of experiences, emotions, and outcomes. This qualitative study represents the fifteen 
contributors’ experiences within Ph.D. programs in the United States.  
Contextualizing Doctoral Education in the United States 
In 1861, Yale awarded the first doctoral degree in the United States of America. Fifteen 
years later, Johns Hopkins University pioneered research-oriented Ph.D. degrees in arts and 
sciences. By 1900, about 3,500 doctorates graduated from institutions across the country 
(Mendoza & Gardner, 2010). The United States doctorate, modeled after the German doctorate, 
centered on an elite group of students as they prepared for careers as scholars and researchers 
(Nettles & Millet, 2006). At that time, the elite group of students consisted primarily of white 
men. Faculty brought forth their experiences from doctoral programs in Europe to the U.S.; thus, 
graduate education accentuated scientific inquiry, engagement in active research (Nettles & 
Millet, 2006), seminars, one-on-one teaching with faculty, and comprehensive exams (Mendoza 
& Gardner, 2010). For the few that passed the comprehensive exams, submission of a thesis 
occurred. A faculty committee scrutinized the thesis, determining whether the student was 
eligible for graduation. Following graduation, Ph.D. graduates entered professional careers 
working closely with faculty in mentorship relationships until the achievement of full-time 
faculty status occurred (Walker et al., 2008).  
The number and types of institutions offering doctoral degrees steadily grew during the 
first half century after the founding of the doctorate in the United States (Nettles & Millet, 2006). 
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While institutions increased access for white men to doctoral programs, women and people of 
color faced barriers to access to doctoral programs in the United States. A significant barrier 
centered on the assumption that people of color, specifically African Americans/Blacks, should 
be educated differently than whites. This assumption undergirded the belief that the aspirations 
of people of color should not parallel those of white people.  Perkins (2008) noted African 
Americans and women of all races struggled to negotiate the white male-dominated world of 
academia.  
“Often African American men, by virtue of their maleness had access to 
institutions and programs that excluded all women. In contrast, White women 
frequently had access to opportunities and institutions that were inaccessible to all 
African Americans solely because of race”  (Perkins, 2008, p. 54).  
 
The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education (JBHE) highlighted Edward Bouchet as the 
first black man to earn a Ph.D. from an American University. Bouchet obtained his doctorate in 
physics from Yale in 1876 (JBHE, 2021). The awarding of doctoral degrees to women also 
began in the late 19th century. Helen Magill, was the first white woman to earn an American 
doctorate from Boston University in 1877 (Perkins, 2009). It wasn’t until 1921, when the first 
three African American females earned an Ph.D. at American universities. Perkins (2009) noted 
the first African American women to earn doctorates were similar to the white females in that 
they were from educated and privileged families. At this time, women were only allowed to 
enroll in education programs. By the 1930s, applications of female doctoral students spanned 
into fields such as math and the sciences (Perkins, 2008).  
Changes to doctoral education included the development of professional societies and 
federal agencies, increased support for financial aid, fellowships, and assistantships, and 
increased focus on research in higher education. Industrial research grew in the 1920s, providing 
fellowships as an opportunity to conduct laboratory research within the industrial space 
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(corporate labs, manufacturing, etc.) (Mendoza & Garder, 2010). Philanthropic donations and 
federal investment in research rose during the 1930s and allowed for the American research 
enterprise to reach parity with leading doctorate programs in Europe. By the 1940s, 
collaborations between universities and industry developed, indicating a fusion of the theoretical 
knowledge of universities with practical applications in industry. The 1950s and 1960s, known 
as the golden age of American higher education, found research funded by federal agencies to 
spur training of scientists and engineers. In 1957, the Soviets launched Sputnik and prompted 
researchers to enter into the race to space. During the time of the race to space, doctoral 
graduates quickly found employment outside of academia (Mendoza & Gardner, 2010).  
However, by 1970, institutions experienced a downward turn in support for graduate 
students. Funding for graduate students decreased due to population shifts, inflation, and deficits 
in government budgets. Meanwhile, student movements, which included graduate students, 
demanded universities be held responsible to society for useful research that positively impacted 
the public well-being. A call for universities to recognize free speech and civil rights (Aichinger, 
2009), expand access (Mendoza & Gardner, 2010), and end the isolation from surrounding 
communities remained central to the student movements (Pang, 1993). The 1980s found America 
in the biotechnology boom. Funding for graduate education continued to decline and the number 
of graduate students increased (Gumport, 2005). During the biotechnology boom, career 
opportunities outside of academia shrunk, particularly in the humanities and social sciences. Due 
to the change in career opportunities outside of academia, doctoral students landed in postdoc, 
non-tenure track, and non-academic positions (Gumport, 2005; Mendoza & Gardner, 2010).  
By the 1990s, the demographics of doctoral students changed. About forty percent of the 
doctorates awarded were to women, and about half of the doctorates awarded in the fields of 
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science and engineering were to international students (Nettles & Millet, 2006; Mendoza & 
Gardner, 2010); however, less than 10% of U.S. racial “minorities” obtained doctorates (Walker 
et al., 2008).  The number of women and first-generation doctoral students increased from the 
1990s to 2010, while doctorates awarded to historically marginalized students remained low 
(Mendoza & Gardner, 2010). The National Science Foundation (2017) indicated slight increases 
in the number of historically marginalized doctoral students. As of 2015, approximately half of 
North American Indigenous Peoples and Black or African American doctoral students and 40% 
of Hispanic and Latino doctoral students belonged to families where neither parent had been 
awarded a college degree (NSF, 2017). In 2018, about 30% of the doctoral students who earned a 
degree were considered first-generation students (NCSES, 2019).  According to the National 
Center for Education Statistics (2018), the National Science Foundation (2018), and the National 
Center for Science and Engineering Statistics (2019), 68% of women completed doctoral degrees 
in education in 2018 and 2019.  
To clarify the preceding representation of the changing demographics, I acknowledge 
demographics of doctoral education changed prior to the 1990s. From the 1870s, there were men 
of color and women engaging in doctoral education. For example, in 1848, the signing of the 
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo signaled the end of the Mexican-American War. Within the treaty, 
the United States indicated those living withing the Southwest territory would become part of the 
United States. Unfortunately, after the ratification of the treaty, the United States began 
categorizing Mexicans as inferior in all domains, including education, through a racialization 
process (Menchaca, 1999). While Chicanx engaged in doctoral programs starting in the early 
1900s, the struggle of Chicanx for educational equity predated the creation of higher education 
10 
 
and doctorate programs in the United States; however, the narrative of Chicanx in doctoral 
education remained inadequate. 
Meanwhile, Patel (2014) noted very few Indigenous Americans earned doctorate degrees, 
citing the challenges of leaving family and tribal communities. This challenge dates back to the 
early development stages of higher education when colonists worked to “assimilate” American 
Indians into the western culture (Beck, 1999) through Indian Schools. “‘Indian schools’ were 
created to ‘civilize’ Native children, to eradicate Native identities, language and cultures” 
(Lomawaima & McCarty, 2006, p. 1). The trauma inflicted on Indigenous Americans through 
“Indian schools” carried a heavy weight throughout generations. The number of American 
Indians and Alaska Natives earning doctorates in 2013 remained small, with just about 120 
doctorates awarded (Patel, 2014). 
From its inception, doctoral education created disparities among those engaging in the 
higher education space. Based on the German model of doctorate education, the U.S. doctorate 
centered on educating young, white men to serve as faculty in academia. However, doctoral 
education was not exclusively white. While students of color and women were able to gain 
access to higher education and doctoral education, they faced many barriers and challenges not 
faced by the white men in academia. Perceptions abounded based on assumptions of intellectual 
capacity, identity such as race and gender, and socioeconomic/class status. Despite the 
challenges, the historical timeline of doctoral education included key moments where students of 
color and women completed the Ph.D. Interestingly, the history of doctoral education remained 
segregated. A comprehensive history of doctoral education remained elusive. In fact, some 
identities remained absent in the history of doctoral education, specifically (dis)ability and 
sexuality (Mendoza & Gardner, 2010; Patel, 20114; Perkins, 2008).  
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The doctoral degree centered on preparing students to become scholars, regardless of the 
student’s identity(ies). A scholar demonstrated intellectual mastery in the field, conducted 
research, and created new or expanded current knowledge in their field of study. Thus, the 
doctoral degree was considered the pinnacle of education (Jairam & Kahl, 2012). The 
preparation of doctoral students as scholars emphasized the demonstration of independent 
scholarship (Mendoza & Gardner, 2010). Based on this ideal, the Ph.D. remained paramount to 
society, as the influence of the doctorate extended beyond students enrolling in the program and 
included faculty connections, student connections through teaching, contributing to the 
discipline, and disseminating knowledge to society.  
With the notion of the Ph.D. as paramount to society, a clear delineation between 
doctoral students pursuing a Ph.D. or Ed.D. emerged in the literature. Schulman et al. (2006) 
highlighted the tension between the Ph.D. and the Ed.D. As we have seen, the Ph.D. focused on 
research and emphasized continuation of the Ph.D. candidate into academia. The Ed.D., in 
contrast, centered on preparation for managerial and leadership positions in education. In theory, 
the Ed.D. emphasized preparing practitioners in the field of education (Schulman et al., 2006). 
The expectations of the Ph.D. appeared to focus on the theoretical, while the Ed.D. focused on 
practical applications. In reality, distinctions between the Ph.D. and the Ed.D. depended on the 
program structure, faculty, and institution.  
Changes in the economy, such as increased global competition and innovative 
technology, caused a shift in the direction of career life following the completion of a doctoral 
degree. Institutions of higher education promoted the creation and growth of centers and 
institutes to solidify partnerships between academia and industry (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004). 
The creation of centers and institutes prompted doctoral students to consider future career 
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pathways outside of academia. Mendoza and Gardner (2010) indicated the expectation of higher 
education now included preparing individuals for the corporate workforce. This expectation 
depended heavily on university-educated personnel and individuals engaging in managerial and 
leadership positions and caused a shift form the institutional focus of producing knowledge and 
research.  
Austin and Wulff (2004) noted a major change started to occur in higher education, 
particularly in relation to communicating with diverse audiences, including industry and 
government. In this context, industry included professional opportunities outside of K-12 and 
postsecondary education and government. The fact that the doctorate focused on research 
increased tension between academia and industry. Wendler et al. (2012) highlighted the 
challenge of graduate schools to prepare students for nonprofit, government, and industry. 
Without understanding the skills and knowledge employers outside of academia required, 
graduate programs struggled to prepare students for careers in industry. The industry employers 
interviewed by Wendler et al. indicated a need for a stronger connection between doctoral 
curricula and workforce needs. Employers indicated an ability to think like an entrepreneur, how 
to work in multidisciplinary teams, and a focus on creating innovative practices were necessary 
skills for graduate students to be successful in industry (Wendler et al., 2012).  
The most recent change to doctoral education occurred in early 2020 when the COVID-
19 global pandemic forced institutions of higher education (and most of the world) to 
temporarily lockdown and pivot to remote operations. Due to temporary lockdown procedures 
and social distancing, doctoral students experienced lost opportunities to share research, build 
collaborative relationships with faculty and advisors, and expand professional networks within 
disciplinary communities (Wang & DeLaquil, 2020). In addition to the changes in doctoral 
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student experiences, the global pandemic revealed how unprepared U.S. postsecondary 
institutions, faculty, and doctoral students were to transition to online teaching and learning 
(Bishop-Monroe et al., 2021).   
Corbera et al. (2020) noted the pandemic clarified the need to become more attentive to 
the conflicting emotions, responsibilities, and life experiences of doctoral students. 
Homeschooling of children, serving as a primary care provider to older parents, and navigating 
health and well-being remained key aspects of the inherent inequities of doctoral students in 
isolation. In addition, mental health (depression, anxiety, etc.), physical health (contracting 
COVID-19, new health issues, or compromised immunity), and loneliness impacted doctoral 
student well-bring during the pandemic. The expectations for doctoral students to continue to 
produce – whether in coursework, research, teaching, or publications – continued during the 
pandemic (Kappel et al., 2021). Calling for a flexibility with professional commitments, Corbera 
et al. (2020) highlighted doctoral students were juggling more than ever due to the pandemic. In 
the study conducted by Kappel et al. (2006), doctoral students indicated increased stress and 
worry about the future including the decrease of available faculty positions, particularly as 
institutions faced financial challenges.  
Graduate education drastically changed since the first degree awarded in 1861. The 
number of degrees conferred increased, the demographics of doctoral students changed, and the 
career trajectory of life after the Ph.D. shifted. A global pandemic shifted the way doctoral 
students experienced their programs – isolation and social distancing, limited in-person 
interactions with peers, and reduced access to faculty and advisors forced doctoral students to 
experience academia differently. While the who and the how of doctoral education experienced 
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changes, the guiding ideology remained – the prestigious doctoral degree centered on preparing 
individuals to enter into academia following degree completion.  
Doctoral Student Socialization 
The faculty career begins with the socialization process that occurred in doctoral 
education (Austin & Wulff 2004). Socialization included the process by which individuals 
acquire knowledge, skills, values, attitudes, and norms needed for membership in society, 
groups, or organizations (Bragg, 1976; Golde, 1998; Merton, 1957; Tierney, 1997; Van Maanen, 
1978; Weidman et al., 2001). Graduate student socialization centered on the context-specific 
works of Twale and Kochan (1999), Lovitts (2001), Weidman, et al. (2001), and Gardner (2007, 
2008, 2010). Mendoza and Gardner (2010) claimed the key to understanding the experiences of 
doctoral students is socialization. Through socialization, faculty influenced the ways in which 
doctoral students experienced socialization processes (Barnes & Austin, 2009; Gardner & 
Barnes, 2007). Generally viewed, doctoral students’ experiences focused on what happened in 
the context of doctoral education without consideration to the individual’s identities, discipline, 
or institutional differences.  
Golde (1998) indicated the double socialization process of doctoral students. “New 
students are simultaneously directly socialized into the role of graduate student and are given 
preparatory socialization into graduate student life and the future career common to most 
doctoral students” (p. 56). As doctoral students engaged in their institution and program, the 
student began to experience the inherent components of the socialization process. Understanding 
how to act, what role to play, and how roles relate to others remained essential aspects of the 
socialization process (Mendoza & Gardner, 2010).  
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 The socialization process of graduate students included a variety of core elements such as 
knowledge acquisition, investment, and involvement linked to the development of role identity 
(Stein, 1992; Thornton & Nardi, 1975). During socialization, knowledge shifted from general to 
specified and complex. Investment, associated with role identity, centered on the commitment to 
doctoral study. Faculty support and the transmission of the accepted values of the discipline or 
profession remained central to investment. As doctoral students pursued their degree, they 
maintained involvement in some aspect of the professional role. Involvement highlighted how 
extensively students immersed themselves in their program. Weidman et al. (2001) noted while 
students may resemble their mentors through the socialization process, they “have the power and 
potential to modify the standard socialization process as they evaluate their progression through 
it” (p. 19).  
Lovitts (2001) provided a four-stage socialization model (Stage Zero to Stage Three), 
highlighting doctoral student learning within each stage. Each stage of the model aligned with 
the doctoral student education process – applying to the program (stage zero), entering the first 
year of the program (stage one), competence development indicated by the completion of 
coursework and qualifying exams (stage two), and the research stage (stage three). Doctoral 
student learning varied within each stage of Lovitts’ (2001) model. Stage Zero, which occurred 
before the start of the doctoral program, highlighted learning about the program, expectations, 
and program curriculum. Upon entering the program, Stage 1, doctoral students learned the 
insider perspective of the graduate program. By taking courses and interacting with faculty and 
peers, doctoral students gained insight into their respective fields. Once doctoral students entered 
Stage 2, they transitioned from coursework to comprehensive exams and doctoral degree 
candidacy. During this stage, doctoral students started to develop their academic identities, 
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professional voices, and independence as a scholar (Baker & Pifer, 2011). Upon entering 
doctoral candidacy, students moved to Stage 3 of the process, learning the foundational concepts 
of research and conducting independent studies for the dissertation. Lovitts’ model indicated a 
linear socialization process. While the process allowed for the creation of a timeline for various 
aspects of socialization, the model failed to include aspects of doctoral student’s identity(ies) 
such as race, gender, socioeconomic status, full-time student, full-time employee, etc.  
 Gardner (2007, 2008) developed a three-phase model of doctoral student socialization. 
Similar to that of Lovitts (2001), the three-phase model aligned with the linear process of the 
doctoral student journey. Phase I highlighted the experiences leading up to admission and the 
beginning of coursework. Doctoral students in Phase I engaged in a variety of experiences, such 
as the application process, meeting faculty, and new colleagues, and becoming acclimated to the 
first year of coursework. Phase II aligned with the beginning of the program through the onset of 
candidacy status. In this phase, doctoral students completed coursework, chose an 
advisor/committee, participated in assistantships, and prepared and completed qualifying exams. 
The final phase of Gardner’s (2007, 2008) model centered on gaining candidacy through 
graduation. Phase III highlighted the dissertation process and preparing for future work.  
Different from the Lovitts (2001) model, Gardner’s (2007, 2008) model centered on 
relationships as an integral component of the doctoral student experience. The relationships 
forged throughout the doctoral student experience emerged in each phase of Gardner’s model. 
Connections with peers and faculty started in Phase I as students engaged in the early stages of 
coursework. As the doctoral student completed coursework and prepared for qualifying exams, 
relationships provided support from peers and opportunities to work with faculty on research or 
teaching opportunities. Phase III of Gardner’s model highlighted the candidacy (dissertation 
17 
 
phase through completion) of the doctoral student, and while relationships still remained evident, 
the transition from student in the classroom to independent researcher limited interactions with 
peers for some doctoral students. The connections with the faculty advisor seemed to strengthen 
for some doctoral students as they engaged in conversations with advisors about their scholarly 
work and future career plans.  
 Utilizing a nonlinear approach, Twale and Kochan (2000) developed a model centering 
on developing a community of learners. This model, cyclical in nature, emphasized personal, 
professional, and academic connectedness throughout the doctoral program. “Our model 
assumed that nothing was static, rather that everything was dynamic and responsive to change” 
(p. 8). The community of learners model provided the opportunity to enhance collaboration 
while breaking down barriers between and among students, faculty, and community members.  
A misalignment within the preparation and training of Ph.D. students and the type of jobs 
(in academia or not) in which they will be employed (Golde & Dore, 2001; Gaff, 2002; Walker, 
2008) remained consistent in the literature. Golde and Dore (2001) shared three important 
conclusions – a mismatch occurred between doctoral student goals, training, and actual careers, 
doctoral students remained persistent in seeking faculty roles in academia, and graduate 
programs continued to prepare doctoral students for careers at research universities. Doctoral 
students continued to experience challenges as they assumed faculty roles, which included a lack 
of preparation for the role and a limited understanding of the various aspects of the faculty role 
in academia. Twale and Kochan (2000) believed the model allowed for an increased capacity for 
learning, in addition to encouraging individuals involved in the community of learners to carry 
this model forth into the other educational institutions. The core component of the Twale and 
Kochan’s community of learners model focused on reflection, integrating theory, research, and 
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practice for the development of new knowledge. Reflection allowed for the community of 
learners to engage in inquiry, assessment, and application. The Twale and Kochan (2000) model 
provided an iterative process, one that was continually evolving.   
 Wiedman et al. (2001) highlighted an interactive framework (see Figure 1), allowing for 
the inclusion of institutional expectations, personal communities, professional communities, 
student identities, and anticipated career outcomes. The core of the socialization experience in 
this model revolved around the institutional culture (program requirements, academic programs), 
the socialization processes (interaction, integration, learning), and knowledge acquisition. In 
addition to the core socialization experiences, four components influencing the socialization 
process included professional communities, personal communities, prospective students, and 
novice professional practitioners. The four components interacted with the core components as 
the doctoral student experienced the educational journey. The socialization processes of all 
components presented themselves throughout the entire doctoral student experience. The 
interactive, conceptual socialization framework ensured the socialization process remained 





Figure 1. Socialization Model, Weidman et al. (2001). 
The socialization process centered experiences in academia – in both undergraduate and 
graduate research. Understanding how to act, what role to play, and how roles relate to others 
remained essential aspects of the socialization process (Mendoza & Gardner, 2010). However, 
through variations of socialization models, student’s background and identities were listed as 
influencing factors with higher education at the center of the socialization process. “Higher ed 
institutions are shown in the center of the intersecting ellipses because they provide the setting 
for student socialization through which other dimensions interact and are influenced” (Weidman 
& DeAngelo, 2020, p. 312).  
The newest iteration of Weidman’s socialization model (Figure 2) included additions of 
the student’s identity beyond the white male norm. In addition, the reformulation of the model 
added recognition of the underlying human resource development dimensions experienced 
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through the higher education experience. The model as seen in Figure 2, outlined the most recent 
iteration of Weidman’s socialization model. For context, the yellow highlighted sections 
acknowledged the identities and resources experienced in the socialization process. The dotted 
lines indicated the crossing of boundaries and stages as permeable and iterative. The horizontal 
axis highlighted the temporal passage through higher education institutions. Factors such as 
socioeconomic status, race/ethnicity, gender, and nationality recognized the student 
characterizations which influenced the experiences in higher education.  
Within the reconceptualization of the model, human capital added an additional layer in 
understanding the impact of higher education on students. The resources section highlighted the 
“raw materials” (human and physical) which constituted higher education institutions (Weidman 
& DeAngelo, 2020). The model centered Becker’s (1975/1964) human capital theory and 
recognized that students may act in their own interests, instead of following the hegemonic 



























Figure 2. Reconceptualizing Socialization of Students in Higher Education. (Weidman & 
DeAngelo, 2020, p. 314). The highlighted sections indicated the new changes made to the 
socialization model.  
 
 Socialization, as a process, remained complex. Variations of the model created by 
researchers highlighted individual characteristics and various demographics and variety of 
student experiences within and outside of academia. For example, Garcia et al. (2020) revised 
Weidman’s model to center on the socialization of Latinx students. The revised model, grounded 
in community cultural wealth and Latino Critical Theory, highlighted the white supremist 
influences within higher education, particularly relating to disciplinary and professional 
communities. Winkle-Wagner et al. (2020) called for researchers and educators to recognize and 
address the racial disparities in enrollment and completion of Ph.D. programs. The focus on 
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race/ethnicity, evidenced as a major factor on Black Ph.D. student experiences, remained limited 
within the literature about doctoral student socialization. The complexity of doctoral student 
socialization grew, particularly as researchers began to focus on intersecting identities and the 
doctoral student role. Weidman and DeAngelo (2020) called for researchers to continue to 
explore, elaborate, and extend the understanding of socialization as a process within higher 
education.  
 The adoption of rules and norms of an academic program and institution served as a key 
principle to socialization (Gildersleeve et al., 2011). Centering the socialization discussion on 
models such as Gardner (2007, 2008), Lovitts (2001), Twale and Kochan (2000), and variations 
of Weidman’s (2001, 2021) served a particular purpose for this study. These models neglected 
important aspects of the doctoral student and their experiences such as identity(ies). In addition, 
the models failed to discuss how doctoral students with different identities experienced 
socialization. The mention of race, class, gender, sexuality, (dis)ability, etc. remained untouched 
in the analysis of how doctoral students experienced the models. For example, while Weidman’s 
(2001, 2021) model highlighted the student’s background, preparation, and predispositions, the 
model indicated these factors as influencing the socialization process, not necessarily being 
directly connected or centered in the socialization process. In addition, the higher education 
institution remained the driving force of the socialization process. The history and culture of the 
institution, the faculty and administration, and the academic discipline served as the starting 
point for the socialization process. Interactions and learning took place within the context of the 
higher education institution, leaving doctoral students learning to navigate and negotiate their 
identities through the socialization process.   
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The history of doctoral education, along with the focus on socialization as the main 
process to prepare doctoral students for the faculty role, served as the starting point to trouble the 
hegemony of doctoral education. Gramsci (1971) viewed hegemony as a continuous creation, 
assuming human beings become political actors as they move through and create a response to 
their environment. There are many actors within the higher education/institutional culture, 
however, I focused this qualitative study on doctoral students. Orlowski (2011) indicated 
hegemony refers to the “ideal representation of the interests of the privileged groups as universal 
interests, which are then accepted by the masses as the natural political and social order” (p. 3). 
Orlowski’s definition centered the dominant ideology of doctoral education as an entry point into 
the faculty role in academia, which occurs through the socialization process. A third definition of 
hegemony identified the process by which “the interests of the dominant group becomes the 
status quo – the taken for granted way things are – even among those marginalized by the very 
same status quo” (Hughes, 2013, p. 128). Hughes’ definition provided the framing of interactions 
between doctoral students, faculty, and the institution. There are many facets of doctoral 
education and the socialization process that faculty and students agree and do not agree with; 
however, at some point both actors participate in the expectations and institutional culture to 
either gain entry into the academic space, trouble the hegemonic nature of doctoral education, or 
socialize into the discipline, institution, and role in doctoral education.  
 Giroux (1981) noted a developed theory of hegemony did not exist; however, hegemony 
involved the dual use of force and consent. Within Giroux’s understanding of hegemony, the 
potential for a dominant group to exert a level of control over the dominated group existed. The 
dominant group exercised moral and intellectual control, leaning on their worldview and 
interests to create hegemonic principles and then used the hegemonic principles to influence the 
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interests and needs of the dominated group. Thus, the force exerted by the dominant group 
focused on the moral, political, and intellectual leadership to influence the interests and needs of 
the dominated group. The dominated group, to some extent, “consent to and support belief 
systems and structures of power relations that do not necessarily serve the group’s interests” 
(Mumby, 1997, p. 344). Giroux (1981) noted hegemony remained a mode of control 
continuously fought over to maintain it.  Given the notion of force and consent, Gramsci 
emphasized a complex relationship between power and resistance.  
 The notion of dominant/dominated group and force/consent described aspects of doctoral 
education. The dominant group, within the context of this study, may be faculty and advisors 
who guide, shape, and direct their doctoral students’ educational experiences. Within this 
process, faculty exert some level of control over what content is learned in coursework, which 
teaching or research experiences to pursue, and potential dissertation topics. The dominated 
group, the doctoral student, consented to engage in this learning process – by accepting their 
admission to the institution and program. The force and consent may be positive or negative, 
depending on a particular institution, program, faculty member, and doctoral student.  
Within the relationship between faculty and doctoral student, there are elements of power 
and resistance. Mumby (1997) noted within hegemony, the competing groups continuously 
negotiated power and resistance. Hegemony, as a process, included opportunities for contesting 
the realities it produces. Lears (1985) discussed the concept of cultural hegemony, particularly 
the relationship between culture and power.  
Hegemony, then, remained the link between struggle, domination, resistance, and 
liberation (Giroux, 1981). Gramsci’s definition of hegemony as a society in a constant process 
indicated counterhegemonies provided the opportunity to destabilize the status quo. 
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Counterhegemony referred to the “illumination of so-called universal interests as partisan 
interests that help the elites garner even more social, political, and economic power” (Orlowski, 
2011, p. 3). Counterhegemonies provided a process to challenge the normative views and disrupt 
the power relations that existed within a particular time and place. By engaging in 
counterhegemony, people make sense of their world, their daily lives, and how they resist the 
dominant viewpoint. Connecting with this qualitative study, counterhegemonies emerged 
through the data collection process. The contributors discussed the ways in which they 
challenged the hegemonic nature of doctoral education, particularly the faculty role. However, 
Mumby (1997) cautioned the act of resistance on the part of the dominated group may reproduce 
the “dominant hegemony” (p. 349). Chapter five and six highlighted the counterhegemonies 
within the study, despite many doctoral students in the study remaining focused on faculty 
positions as a future career goal.  
The use of hegemony throughout this qualitative study troubles the doctoral student 
experience, including traditional aspects of doctoral education (coursework, comps, prospectus, 
and dissertation), the institution (policies, practices, faculty, discipline), and the socialization 
process (integration, interaction, and learning) in this research study. Leaning on Weidman’s 
(2001, 2021) socialization model centered on the culture, norms, and practices of the higher 
education institution, I questioned if the socialization process (un)intentionally forced doctoral 
students to conform to the culture of the institution, the program, and the traditional pathway of 
doctoral education – the faculty role.   
Problem Statement  
The doctoral degree remained the pinnacle of education (Walker et al., 2008; Mendoza & 
Gardner, 2010; Jairam & Kahl, 2012). The purpose of the doctoral degree centered on preparing 
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students to become scholars. A scholar demonstrated intellectual mastery in the field, conducted 
research, and created new or expanded current knowledge in their field of study. Socialization, 
positioned as a developmental process, aimed to bring doctoral students into academy as future 
faculty (Weidman et al., 2001; Lovitts, 2001; Mendoza & Gardner, 2010). The perception 
existed that college students who complete a four-year degree understood how to navigate 
doctoral education. Yet, the experiences of doctoral do not suggest this to be true (Holley & 
Gardner, 2012). Many challenges occurred throughout the doctoral journey, particularly relating 
to financial stress, family responsibilities, full- or part-time employment, and health. These 
challenges faced by doctoral students occurred in conjunction with doctoral education. 
I examined the experiences of Ph.D. students in education in the United States utilizing 
heuristic inquiry and narrative inquiry. The study focused on the experiences of doctoral students 
within and outside the ivory tower. Intrigued by the socialization process of doctoral students, 
the study highlighted the experiences of doctoral students holistically, centering the identities of 
doctoral students. For the fifteen participants, the academic experiences within doctoral 
education and life experiences occurred simultaneously. Utilizing the theoretical frameworks of 
capital theory and role identity theory allowed me to explore the experiences, identities, and roles 
of doctoral students in education and the (mis)alignment of the historical purpose of doctoral 
education. Institutional and program data such as mission statements provided talking points for 
Ph.D. students to discuss how their experiences aligned (or not) with the mission statements. 
Faculty and administrators, considered the foundational socialization agents, facilitated teaching 
and learning of Ph.D. students particularly in the culture of education programs and academia. 
The policy implications for this study included a revision of the socialization process, a new 




The three questions guided the qualitative study:  
1) How do Ph.D. students experience doctoral education?   
2) How do Ph.D. students’ experiences align with the institution/college/program 
mission statements?   
3) How do Ph.D. students’ academic and life experiences align with the historical  
purpose of doctoral education?  
Research Significance 
The significance of the research centered on the experiences and voices of doctoral 
students in education. Fournillier and Edwards (2020) declared voices explain the nature of 
experience, meaning individuals are able to reflect, question, and define experiences within a 
particular space. The experiences of Ph.D. students in education occurred within and outside of 
the ivory tower. Many scholars have studied doctoral experiences, doctoral student identities, 
and doctoral education. Holley and Gardner (2012) indicated doctoral students encountered 
frequent obstacles while pursing doctoral degrees, and some of the obstacles were exacerbated 
by various identities. “The negotiation of personal influences remains an essential aspect of how 
students experience the educational process, particularly as they move through postgraduate 
study” (p. 115). The personal influences, in addition to academic experiences, intertwined within 
doctoral education. There are countless books and articles examining doctoral student 
experiences in a variety of disciplines and the process of socialization in doctoral education. 
Building on the existing research studies which centered on doctoral education and one 
experience or identity – race/ethnicity, gender, first-generation, etc., the study provided an 
opportunity to examine the multiple identities of Ph.D. students and their experiences in doctoral 
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education. By understanding the experiences of doctoral students within and outside academia, 
the study illuminated how the fifteen contributors experienced and resisted the hegemonic nature 
of doctoral education.   
Epistemological Framework  
 Epistemologically, Constructionism informs this qualitative study on doctoral students. 
Defined by Graue and Karabon (2013) as the purposeful production of knowledge through active 
interaction with environments in a social context, constructionists interpret meanings created 
through social life. Essentially, as human beings engaged with the world they constructed 
meaningful reality through interpretation. Berger and Luckmann (1966) defined reality as 
recognizing that phenomena remained independent from an individual’s volition and knowledge. 
Based on this notion, knowledge guided conduct in everyday life, which is considered as reality. 
Thus, meaningful reality remained socially constructed. Crotty (1998) indicated objective truth is 
not a goal given the subjective nature of interpretation. Within constructionism, the focus 
included the collective generation and transmission of meaning (Crotty, 1998).  
 Constructionism allows for a unique way of seeing and questioning the social world 
(Crotty, 1998; Gubrium & Holstein, 1997). Social constructionism, in particular, emphasizes the 
notion that culture has a significant hold on how individuals see, feel, and make meaning. Crotty 
(1998) noted social constructionists welcome the influence of culture on the meaning making 
process, while recognizing the need to foster a critical spirit. “Researchers who stress the hows of 
experience and the social world target the everyday methods, rules, and strategies by which 
reality is put together…but the what questions regarding the working elements and organization 
of constructed realities are similarly important” (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997, p. 6).  
29 
 
 A critique of social constructionism focused on the constructed meanings within the 
social context or culture. As human beings made meaning through interactions with others and 
environments in doctoral education, an understanding of the existence of hegemony developed. 
As human beings made meaning, their interpretations supported particular power structures or 
practices, resisted equity, or harbored oppression and other forms of injustice (Crotty, 1998). The 
hegemonic nature of doctoral education explored in this study remained grounded within this 
understanding of social construction.  
 The Ph.D. is centered around research and was born out of European education, 
specifically the German model of education (Walker et al., 2008; Mendoza & Gardner, 2010). 
The United States model of doctoral education, situated the Ph.D. in structures and policies 
within the context that favored only white men. Within the context of doctoral education, notions 
of completing a particular process and defending academic work became engrained in Ph.D. 
students as the dissertation phase commenced (Mendoza & Gardner, 2010). Doctoral students, as 
scholars, were encouraged to master the field of study and create independent research; two 
concepts directly influenced by the German tradition of doctoral education. The notion of 
hierarchy supported the elevation of the Ph.D. over the Ed.D. for some in academia. 
Traditionally marginalized doctoral students faced deficit viewpoints regarding their cultural and 
human capital they brought to doctoral education. Whether explicitly or implicitly stated, 
doctoral students were taught to follow hegemonic experiences, such as academic research 
(Nettles & Millet, 2006), seminars, coursework, comprehensive exams and dissertation 




 In hopes of disrupting the German tradition of doctoral education in the United States, I 
centered the study within social constructionism to challenge the hegemonic grip on Ph.D. 
education. A doctoral student’s identities (parent, partner, caregiver, age, gender, race, etc.) 
shaped their doctoral education experiences. The culture of the institution, the academic 
program, and faculty provided an additional layer of social interaction in which doctoral students 
make meaning. The research study investigated the extent to which doctoral students 
experienced aspects of the socialization process throughout their doctoral education, including 
the mission of the institution and program, the education discipline, interactions with faculty and 
peers, and the culture of academia. Through my research, I investigated how Ph.D. students 
engaged in doctoral education disrupted (or not) the hegemonic nature of doctoral education.  
Theoretical Framework  
The study focused on doctoral students and their experiences in education programs in 
the United States. Utilizing capital theories (human and cultural capital specifically), I examined 
how Ph.D. students experienced doctoral education. I combined capital theories with role 
identity theory to highlight the connection between multiple identities of doctoral students, the 
doctoral student role they hold, and the hegemonic nature of doctoral education.  
Human Capital Theory 
 
 Economists have long treated labor as a commodity (Bowles & Gintis, 1975). Within a 
capitalist society, economists integrated work and the worker as a means of production indicated 
labor is embodied in human beings. For much of the 19th century, a significant portion of the 
labor force was enslaved (Beach, 2009). Labor markets institutionally discriminated against 
laborers in the form of wages based on race, ethnicity, and gender. In addition, regional 
segregation limited the mobility of workers (Atack & Passell, 1994).  
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 The late 1950s and early 1960s introduced the economics of education, particularly 
through the research and publications of pioneers such as Tim Schultz, Jacob Mincer, Milton 
Friedman, and Sherwin Rosen. Schultz (1961) discussed the investment in human beings from 
the viewpoint of economists. Schultz pointed to the historical roots of human beings and capital.  
“Our values and beliefs inhibit us from looking upon human beings as capital 
goods, except in slavery, and this we abhor. We are not unaffected by the long 
struggle to rid society of indentured service and to evolve political and legal 
institutions to keep free men from bondage. These achievements we highly prize” 
(Schultz, 1961, p. 2).  
 
Schultz shifted the economic focus from human beings (as labor bodies) to “skill, knowledge, 
and similar attributes that affect particular human capabilities to do productive work” (p. 8), 
indicating laborers were becoming more educated, and thus more valuable. Schultz called for the 
examination of health facilities and services, on the job training, formally organized education, 
and migration of families as an adjustment to job opportunities. The call hinged on social 
implications and economic policy.  
Labor economics viewed human capital as the set of knowledge/skills/characteristics that 
increased an individual’s productivity in the work environment. Becker (1964) became interested 
in a general theory of investment in human capital with ramifications on a variety of economic 
phenomena. Becker noted “you cannot separate a person from his or her knowledge, skills, 
health, or values the way it is possible to move financial and physical assets while the owner 
stays put” (Becker, 1993a, p. 16). Through his research, Becker proved education and training 
remained the most important investments in human capital. Schooling, considered the most 
easily observable aspect of human capital, became the pipeline to build human capital. Becker 
(1994) indicated education increased a person’s income (after adjusting for direct and indirect 
costs) and led to better family backgrounds and increased abilities of educated people.  
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Despite education centered as the source of human capital, human capital theory 
remained an economic theory. Tan (2014) claimed human capital theory derived from the 
neoclassical school of thought in economics where individuals hoped to maximize their 
economic interests by investing in education and training. Based in economics, conceptualizing 
humas as capital goods omitted what it means to be a person (Gillies, 2015). Within economics, 
the narrowing of humanity risks viewing people as mechanical objects as opposed to living 
persons. Becker (1993b) indicated human capital theory provided a method of analysis  of 
behavior, not assumptions of particular motivations. Human capital theory assumes that 
schooling raisings earnings and productivity, highlighting the skills, knowledge, etc. gained in 
education and/or training (Becker, 1992). Through the investment in education and training, 
individuals believed they would earn a higher income in the future. Marginson (1993) noted as 
knowledge and skills increased, productivity in the workplace increased and thus increased 
productivity would bring an increased salary.  
Gillies (2015) indicated promoting education as an investment yielding employment and 
economic growth provides a captivating model for neoliberal governance in education. 
Neoliberalism centered ideologies that promote individual self-interest, access and flow of 
capital, and reduction in the cost of labor (Lipman, 2011), thus restructuring education to become 
a site for human capital development. Gillies (2015) noted teachers became repositioned as key 
figures in developing human capital necessary for economic growth. The neoliberalism within 
higher education pushed those in academia (faculty and students) to achieve their value through 
competition, particularly related to publications, keynote presentations, and the ability to obtain 
tenure-track faculty positions (Shipley, 2018).  
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Higher education in the United States became closely linked to a neoliberal economy and 
the labor market as a pathway to occupational and professional careers (Beach, 2009). According 
to Aronowitz (2000), those in the U.S. viewed education and its systems of credentials as a 
ladder to opportunity. Credentialism highlighted the notion of human capital theory in higher 
education. Based on Weber’s (1916/1951) notion of educational credentials as cultural-political 
constructions of competence and organizational loyalty, educational credentials became power 
phenomena and created an inflation of credentials as a whole. Becker (1994) indicated the main 
problem with credentialism remained clear – success at schoolwork failed to indicate the abilities 
and performance in the context of industry/work. Becker argued learning occurs outside of the 
academic space, and on the job training often provided the skills needed for an individual to be 
productive. Bowles & Gintis (1975) found the theory of human capital misleading as a 
framework and as a guide to policy. Recognizing the notion of credentials perform an important 
function, Bowles & Gintis (1975) resisted the notion of reducing education to a mere economic 
aspect of worker productivity.  
Critics questioned the simplicity of human capital theory, indicating the education-
economy causality failed to represent a full view of the theory. By simplifying human capital 
theory, the assumption remained that education qualifications equated to employment 
qualifications. However, qualifications (or credentials) served as a signal to employers as to the 
level of education obtained by the individual. A problem with credentialism highlighted the need 
for companies to want more information on abilities and past performance in the context of 
working life, such as flexibility, customer service, and conflict resolution (Becker, 1992). 
Unfortunately, the credentials do not explicitly indicate work ethic, attitude, and other attributes 
(Gillies, 2015).  
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Another critique of human capital theory, and by extension the notion of credentialism, 
questioned whether education does much to improve productivity. This criticism brought to light 
the disparities of individuals who have access to education and individuals who may be 
considered as marginalized, based on socioeconomic status, race, ethnicity, (dis)ability), sexual 
identity, etc. Human capital theory viewed marginalized people as a “wasted investment” 
(Gillies, 2015, p. 5). This notion situated the theory in a questionable ethical place.  
Many young people, because of the physical or cognitive difficulties they face, 
will never be able to generate for themselves or for the economy, the sort of 
financial returns expected of human capital theory, far less to ‘repay’ the costs of 
their care and education (Gillies, 2015, p.5).  
 
Becker (1993b) also noted the tendency of human capital theory to discriminate against  
individuals. One criticism highlighted the non-educational factors which influence earnings 
(Becker & Tomes, 1986), such as gender, race, parental background, reputation of school 
attended, and networking power (Jamil 2004). Instead of assuming employers considered only 
the productivity of employees, additional factors such as the identities of employees, customer 
service attitudes, and the quality of goods and services provided remained key aspects of human 
capital theory. Jamil (2004) examined the discrepancies of the notion that education served as a 
direct form of investment in one’s financial future. Thus, human capital theory widened the 
obstacles to advancement and increased pay encountered by historically marginalized 
individuals. Some employees refused to work under a woman or person of color, regardless of 
credentials (Becker, 1993b).  In addition, Becker (1992) claimed no discussion of human capital 
theory can omit the family influence on the knowledge, skills, and values of their children. 
“Parents affect the education, marital stability, work habits, propensities to smoke, and many 
other dimensions of their children’s lives” (Becker, 1992, p. 89).  
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Bowles & Gintis (1975) highlighted investment in education may increase the labor 
power of the individual, by either increasing skills and productive capacities, or through 
providing credentials. Despite the criticisms of human capital theory, I incorporated this theory 
into the study centered on Ph.D. student experiences in education because of my own 
experiences with how human capital theory showed up in my education experiences. I was often 
told before I started my doctoral education, a Ph.D. was needed to teach in academia, leading to 
the ideology the credentials were imperative to teach. In addition, to advance through the 
hierarchy of higher education, I was told by mentors the Ph.D. would help me move up in 
position. This notion again alluded to the credentials needed to gain access to upper-level 
administrative positions.  
By utilizing human capital theory in this study, I postulated individuals pursuing a 
doctorate degree did so because of the ideology that a terminal degree provided the 
credentials/skills/knowledge to increase their status and salary. This notion aligned with the 
Bowles and Gintis (2002) belief that individuals engaged in the hierarchy of the workplace 
environment, with those who have more training and education in higher positions. Allen et al. 
(2000) noted that the hierarchy of the U.S. professoriate continued to be devoid of historically 
marginalized faculty. Epps (1998) suggested that academics were among the upper classes of 
American society, and within higher education faculty positions were considered of higher status 
due to the terminal degree. 
Cultural Capital  
  In the United States, socialization became the dominant process to describe doctoral 
education. Within the framework of socialization, many researchers utilized the works of 
Bourdieu (1977, 1986, and 1990) to include cultural capital as something to be obtained through 
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the doctoral education process. For the purpose of this study, I examined research centered on 
Bourdieu’s theory and interrogated how the theory does or does not align with the doctoral 
student experience.  
 Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of capital illuminated aspects of practices and processes that 
enable particular groups of people to be successful. Arguing the knowledge of the upper and 
middle classes were considered valuable capital, Bourdieu highlighted the hierarchy within 
society. Bourdieu (1977) believed if an individual was not born into a family deemed to have 
“valuable” knowledge, the individual could access the knowledge through interaction with the 
middle and upper classes, thus allowing for social mobility. The primary example of the 
interaction focused on formal schooling.  
 Bourdieu’s theory included three central concepts. The first concept, habitus, produced 
perceptions, beliefs, and practices that reinforce the socialization that occurs in an individual’s 
early years. After experiencing external structures such as schooling, individuals internalized the 
experience to formulate their perceptions and beliefs to navigate life experiences. Thus, habitus 
informed perceptions and attitudes to frame “acceptable and valued” actions in a particular 
setting. The second concept highlighted capital. Bourdieu viewed capital as accumulated labor 
and a form of power. Three sources of capital included economic, social, and cultural. Economic 
capital included anything that could be monetized. Social capital focused on the accumulation of 
or access to resources while cultural capital emphasized the individual’s system of attributes, 
cultural knowledge, mannerisms, and language skills. Bourdieu believed cultural capital was 
derived from the parents and class status (Bourdieu, 1986). The third concept, field, included 
networks and implicit rules of the “game.” Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) equated field to a 
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specialized sphere of action which included individuals with various social positions and roles, 
thus, indicating the discipline of education as the field within the study.  
 Horvat (2001) claimed the combination of habitus, capital, and field produced practice. 
Horvat defined practice as an individual’s position within a particular environment. Within the 
environment, the individual experienced the influence of the rules of the game in order to 
construct and practice power. Horvat’s notion of practice revealed the power relations that can 
occur between individuals and the environment within which they are located. Power relations 
within higher education included relationships with faculty, access to assistantships and funding, 
and traditional expectations of the doctoral student process, such as coursework, comprehensive 
exams, dissertation, and a future career in academia (Horvat, 2001).  
 Bourdieu’s (1977, 1986, and 1990) theory of capital provided the opportunity to examine 
the hierarchical society and social mobility. Bourdieu’s theory elevated one group over another, 
specifically the dominant white culture over people of color, prompting much criticism (Yosso, 
2005). From Bourdieu’s perspective, dominant groups within society maintained power and 
access to formal schooling, creating deficits in historically marginalized groups. Yosso (2005) 
critiqued the assumption that students of color come to the classroom with cultural deficiencies. 
Yosso argued Bourdieu’s theory exposed white, middle-class culture as the standard. “Cultural 
capital is not just inherited or possessed by the middle class, but rather it refers to an 
accumulation of specific forms of knowledge, skills, and abilities that are valued by privileged 
groups in society” (Yosso, 2005, p. 76).  
 Yosso (2005) highlighted at least six forms of capital which built on each other as part of 
community cultural wealth. These forms of cultural capital supported a dynamic process, 
challenging the traditional viewpoint of cultural capital centered on white, middle-class values 
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and accumulated wealth. Aspirational capital referred to the ability to maintain hopes and 
dreams for the future, despite challenges and barriers. The intellectual and social skills attained 
through communication experiences, linguistic capital, included the ability to communicate 
using visual art, music, stories, or poetry. Familial capital referred to cultural knowledge gained 
from family/kin. Family included a sense of community gained through relationships with 
extended family, religious communities, schools, sports, or any other social community setting. 
Yosso defined the social networks and community resources as social capital. Navigational 
capital pointed to the skill of maneuvering social institutions, which were not created with 
people of color in mind. Individual agency and social networks assisted with the navigation of 
social institutions. Yosso discussed resistant capital as the knowledge and skills fostered to 
challenge inequality.   
 Since the introduction of Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of capital and the introduction of 
Yosso’s (2005) notion of community cultural wealth, the sources of capital expanded. The 
umbrella term of human capital appeared in a review of the literature on capital theory. Kosut 
(2006) introduced professorial capital, which explicitly connected theory and experiences of 
faculty. Kosut contended that professorial capital supported the “class” ceiling, which often 
inhibited the working-class from joining the professoriate. Donahoo (2018) acknowledged 
academic capital as form of human capital. Academic capital referred to the competencies, 
skills, and abilities individuals use throughout an educational experience. Academic capital 
aligned with economic capital in that academic capital created an opportunity for the individual 
to gain access to better employment and higher compensation (Donahoo, 2011). Walker and 
Yoon (2017) utilized concepts of Bourdieu’s theory to introduce doctoral capital. Doctoral 
capital included various forms of capital that were relevant to the doctoral experience – social, 
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economic, academic, etc. Walker and Yoon believed individuals who possessed and accumulated 
doctoral capital were able to secure an academic position post-graduation. 
 Cultural and human capital theory aligned with the study focus, particularly in relation to 
the cultural capital Ph.D. students carry with them into doctoral education. Based on Bourdieu’s 
definition, cultural capital was derived from parents and class status. The assumption, based on 
the definition of cultural capital, maintained historically marginalized students did not have the 
cultural capital (education attainment and class status from parents) to persist to degree 
completion. In addition, social capital, accumulated through access to resources and learning, 
helped Ph.D. students to navigate academia. This study examined the concepts of human capital, 
aspirational capital, navigational capital, and resistant capital in relation to the experiences of 
Ph.D. students in education programs.  
Role Identity Theory 
Role identity theory, with roots in symbolic interactionism, posited individuals hold 
many identities along with the doctoral student role (McCall & Simmons, 1978). Early theorists 
centered role identity theory around the socialization process, indicating an acquisition of a role 
or identity. As the theory developed, theorists began to center role identity theory with the social 
construction and meaning making process as individuals engage in experiences, situations, and 
new roles (Blumer, 1969). Stets and Harrod (2004) postulated elements of symbolic interaction 
become apparent in role identity theory as the individual engaged in environments or experiences 
and constructed meaning. Through the process of reflection, the individual applied the role to 
their identity.  
Within role identity theory, role identities formed as individuals engaged in social 
interactions with others. The individual categorized, classified, or associated with a social group, 
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deriving knowledge of the role identity from the social interaction(s). The individual internalized 
a perceived version of a particular identity (Stets & Harrod, 2004). Through reflection and 
internalization of a particular role, the individual adopted self-meaning and expectations to the 
particular role (Stets & Burke, 2000).  
McCall and Simmons (1978) indicated naming within role identity theory includes the 
self and others, and took on meaning in relation to plans and activities. Essentially, people 
behaved in concert with the group in which they identify. For doctoral students, the process of 
naming and identification within a group directly correlated to the development as a researcher, 
teacher, and scholar. As doctoral students engaged in conversations about doctoral education and 
their field of study, the student started to take on the identity of a scholar. Stryker (1968) defined 
the process of invoking an identity as salience.  
Stets and Burke (2000) claimed roles are negotiated. Within the negotiation process of 
role identity, the emphasis is placed on individuality and interrelatedness with others. “By 
maintaining the meanings, expectations, and resources associated with the role, role identities 
maintain the complex interrelatedness of social structures” (p. 227).  Burke (2003) cautioned 
identities must be aligned in order to be activated. If identities occurred in opposition, the 
individual experienced an impossible position of conflicting identities (Stets & Harrod, 2004).  
Doctoral education served as the first step towards the development of a professional 
scholar and a faculty career (Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Austin & Wulff, 2004). Throughout the 
doctoral education experiences, students learn the norms, cultures, behaviors, and skills 
associated within a particular discipline. The faculty role identity developed through the 
socialization process (Austin & McDaniels, 2006). The transition to any new role, including 
doctoral student or faculty member, required the acquisition of skills and competencies.  
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The alignment of identities served as a connecting point of role identity theory with 
capital theory. Doctoral students experienced the conflict of identities and the doctoral student 
role, particularly when the scholar identity challenged personal identities (gender, race, class, 
ethnicity, sexual orientation, parent, caregiver, etc.) as mentioned earlier by Holley and Gardner 
(2012). A conflict of identities caused Ph.D. students to examine their doctoral experiences and 
determine their persistence to completion and future career pathways. 
Research Study Conceptual Framework 
 The theoretical frameworks for the study provided a unique viewpoint to the doctoral 
experiences of students in education. The literature highlighted the socialization of doctoral 
students into academic roles, noting individuals gained human capital through the schooling 
process. The selection of capital theory and role identity theory provided an intentional and 
purposeful foundation to challenge the hegemonic nature of doctoral education.  
 Role identity theory provided an additional layer of the interrogation of doctoral students’ 
experiences. For example, full-time employed doctoral students, often experience doctoral 
education differently, which influenced their identity development as scholars. Role identity 
theory aligned with capital theory in that individuals highlighted multiple identities while 
learning the doctoral student role. The doctoral student role formed as individuals engaged in 
social interactions. The theoretical frameworks allowed for the examination of doctoral students’ 
experiences, the identities these students claimed, and how capital and identity supported or 
negated experiences in education. Undergirding the theoretical frameworks, the foundational 
concepts of social constructionism allowed for Ph.D. students to look beyond the traditional, 
hegemonic nature of Ph.D. education as they made meaning of their experiences, their identities 
and role in doctoral education, and their future professional role in academia.    
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Terms of Study Defined 
Terms associated with the study are defined as follows: 
Academia: in this study, academia refers to the three main activities that are components of 
doctoral education – teaching, research, and service.  
Coronavirus 2019: referred to the infectious respiratory disease which started in Wuhan, China 
and quickly spread around the world. Also known as COVID-19.  
Doctoral Student: refers to students participating in or recently completed a doctorate of 
philosophy program.  
Education: a broad and often multidisciplinary field of study; the study of education ranges from 
practice-oriented areas such as teaching, administration, leadership, and policy to research-
oriented areas such as educational psychology and social foundations (Golde & Walker, 2006).  
Experience: refers to events, knowledge, and feelings that make up an individual’s life or 
character. 
Hegemony: the historical purpose and process of doctoral education – to become a faculty 
member in academia. 
Historically marginalized students: refers to a group of students for whom doctoral education 
was not created, such as people of color, women, LBGTQ+, low income individuals, (dis)abled 
individuals, etc.  
Identity: the subjective concept of oneself as a person constructed through social interactions 
(Vignoles et al. 2006).  
Ivory tower: the metaphorical space or atmosphere where students engage in academic 
experiences separated from their everyday life. 
Ph.D.: refers to the doctorate of philosophy; often used interchangeably with doctoral students. 
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Role Identity: acquired through interaction in a particular experience, such as doctoral education, 
where an individual gained thoughts, actions, beliefs, and cultural norms of a particular role 
through the socialization process (Jazvac-Martek, 2009).   
Scholar: an individual who has demonstrated intellectual mastery, conducted research, and 
created new or expanded current knowledge in their field of study.  
Socialization: is the process by which individuals acquire knowledge, skills, values, attitudes, 
and norms needed for membership in society, groups, or organizations (Bragg, 1976; Golde, 
1998; Weidman et al., 2001). 
Assumptions 
Ph.D. students entered into doctoral education to become faculty members, despite 
declining numbers of available faculty positions at institutions in the U.S. (Reinero, 2019; Carey, 
2020). This assumption highlighted socialization, experienced through academic spaces and 
interactions with faculty, as the main development process to help Ph.D. students gain the 
credentials to transition into faculty roles. Within the doctoral experience, various roles or 
identities appeared to hinder students from taking advantage of opportunities and experiences. 
For example, Holley and Gardner (2012) highlighted the challenges of engaging in a doctoral 
program while also working full or part-time. Ph.D. students fully enrolled in the academic 
program experienced more access to research or teaching assistantships, which resulted in 
accumulating academic capital (publications) or professorial capital (teaching and research 
experiences).  
A secondary assumption focused on the identity(ies) and roles of students in doctoral 
education. Ph.D. students claimed a multitude of identities such as race, ethnicity, gender, class, 
sexual orientation, religion, age, ability, etc. and roles such as parent, partner, caregiver, 
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employee, etc. Yet, the identity(ies) of doctoral students may not always be accepted or 
acknowledged within the ivory tower. While the identities claimed by Ph.D. students may 
influence their experiences in doctoral education, they remained separate from the doctoral 
student socialization process. The field of study, education in this particular study, added an 
additional layer to the identity of Ph.D. students.  
The third assumption aimed at how Ph.D. students experienced doctoral education. The 
assumption focused on the notion that Ph.D. students accepted the processes, behaviors, and 
culture within academia as part of the socialization process. In essence, historically marginalized 
students experienced socialization and perpetuated the hegemonic nature of doctoral education,  
which was not created for anyone other than white men. For example, doctoral education 
literature is wrought with the ideology of “publish or perish” where faculty roles and research led 
to a career in academia. This assumption hinged on the notion that Ph.D. students accepted the 
status quo of doctoral education.  
Delimitations 
Delimitations of the research study included decisions regarding the population for the 
study. The population excluded doctoral programs outside education. Most studies centered on 
academic disciplines such as chemistry, psychology, and English (Hopwood, 2010; Ampaw & 
Jaeger, 2012). This research study centered on education as a means to expand the literature on 
experiences of doctoral students in a particular discipline. The study of education ranges from 
practice-oriented areas such as teaching, administration, leadership, and policy to research-
oriented areas such as educational psychology and social foundations. In this study, I centered 
education on the following areas - educational policy, foundations, K-12 education, teaching and 
curriculum, education administration, education leadership and higher education. While the 
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parameter of the specific type of education may be considered a limitation to some, I wanted to 
center the notion that doctoral students in education have different experiences than doctoral 
students in other programs, particularly as many education doctoral students work full-time 
(D’Andrea, 2002). 
I made the intentional decision to center the study completely on doctoral students’ 
experiences in and outside of the ivory tower. This decision was not made lightly, as there are 
many others who experience the ivory tower, such as faculty, staff, administration, stakeholders, 
etc. I chose to focus on doctoral students since I am a doctoral student. I connected with the role 
of doctoral student and wanted to engage with participants who I could relate to during 
interviews. While the possibility remained that I could relate to faculty and stakeholders, I am 
not a faculty member in academia. My experiences in academia related to that of doctoral student 
and full-time, non-faculty staff. The second reason for focusing on doctoral students included 
examining identity(ies) of doctoral students while negotiating the Ph.D. student role. I hoped to 
bring to light all the factors influencing the doctoral students in this study, not just what happens 
within the ivory tower. By focusing on doctoral students in education, I aimed to add insight into 
the experiences of doctoral students in education in the U.S.    
Conclusion 
Considered the pinnacle of education, students sought to complete a doctoral degree to 
enter into academia as faculty. Socialization served as the process to learn about institutional, 
cultural, and disciplinary norms within the context of doctoral education. Utilizing the theoretical 
frameworks of capital theory and role identity theory, the qualitative study centered on 
examining doctoral student experiences, highlighting the voice, identities, and roles of Ph.D. 
students in education. The study asked three research questions: 1) How do Ph.D. students 
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experience doctoral education?  2) How do Ph.D. students’ experiences align with the 
institution/college/program mission statements?  3) How do Ph.D. students’ academic and life 
experiences align with the historical purpose of doctoral education? The three questions served 
as a reference point to examine the three assumptions of doctoral student experiences in 

















CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
Introduction 
 This review examines and synthesizes some of the literature that explores doctoral 
student learning, Ph.D. student experiences, and role identity related to doctoral student 
socialization. The current research on doctoral students includes theoretical and empirical studies 
to highlight doctoral student experiences in socialization and academia. The review of literature, 
then, includes theoretical, qualitative, and quantitative studies. Building on the socialization 
process outlined in chapter one, which serves as the main process to acclimate doctoral students 
into academia, this chapter explores doctoral student learning, processes of doctoral student 
learning, and doctoral students experiences in academia. The literature review addresses the 
tension of the doctoral student role and the student’s identities within the process of doctoral 
student socialization.  
 I chose to review literature that spanned the sixty years of research centered on doctoral 
students. Utilizing several research databases (ERIC, Google Scholar, National Center for 
Education Research, and JSTOR), I created a literature review matrix. A significant number of 
studies employed quantitative methods as a methodology for examining doctoral student 
socialization and doctoral student experiences. The qualitative research studies reviewed 
included methods aligning with the research methods in this study, which included semi-
structured interviews, document analysis, and photo elicitation (photo essay).  
 Throughout this literature review, I map the learning doctoral students experience, the 
role of the hidden curriculum in learning, the use other processes to acclimate doctoral students 
to the faculty role (formation and professionalization), and the use of the processes related to the 
scholar identity development of doctoral students. Within this chapter, I reflect on the literature 
review by asking questions and troubling the perspectives presented. I include my reflections as I 
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aim to convey the literature review is not comprehensive of all doctoral student experiences. As a 
plethora of research exists on doctoral education, doctoral student learning, doctoral student 
identity development, and experiences of doctoral students, this review highlights literature 
related to this particular research study. 
Doctoral Student Learning 
Doctoral education drastically changed since the first degree awarded in 1861. The 
number of degrees conferred increased, the demographics of doctoral students changed (NCES, 
2019; NSF 2017; NSF, 2018), and the number of available tenure-track faculty positions 
declined (Reinero, 2019; Carey, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic shifted the way doctoral 
students experienced their programs – isolation and social distancing, limited in-person 
interactions with peers, and reduced access to faculty and advisors forced doctoral students to 
experience academia differently. While the who and the how of doctoral education experienced 
changes, the guiding ideology – preparing individuals to enter into academia following degree 
completion – remained.  
Doctoral Education & Learning  
 A central focus of doctoral education includes learning. Gaff (2002) claimed teaching and 
learning as the central components of graduate education. Doctoral students learned about the 
discipline, trends and challenges within the discipline, ethics, and professional expectations 
(Walker et al., 2008). Learning within the context of doctoral education remained decentralized 
and failed to follow official guidelines. No centralized government organization provided 
credentials for the Ph.D. (Walker, 2008). Instead, the power of the Ph.D. and, thus, the doctoral 
experience, remained in the hands of individual departments and faculty. Faculty established 
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their own rules while doctoral programs provided little opportunity for collective learning and 
offered minimal centralized standards (Gaff, 2002; González-Ocampo, et al., 2015).    
 Learning within doctoral education continued to depend on the institution, discipline, and 
type of doctorate earned. Within doctoral education in the United States, two types of learning 
existed – formal and informal. González-Ocampo, et al. (2015) defined formal learning activities 
as coursework, lectures, and assistantships. Formal learning included the transmittal of 
knowledge from the instructor to the student. Conversely, informal learning included unintended 
learning within an interactional setting, such as discussions with peers and observations of roles 
and expectations. Informal learning aligned with Vygotsky’s (1978) viewpoint of learning, 
which included learning as situated and generated through activities, relationships, contexts, and 
cultures.  
The traditional first step towards a faculty career started with doctoral education (Austin 
& McDaniels, 2006; Austin & Wulff, 2004; González-Ocampo, et al., 2015). Through doctoral 
education, students learned a discipline and the nature of the academic career. Gaff (2002) noted 
knowing a specialization and how to conduct research did not equate to gaining employment as a 
faculty member, nor did it suggest knowing how to do the faculty role well.   
Baker and Lattuca (2010) defined learning as knowledge acquisition and identity 
development. In a study conducted by Baker and Pifer (2011), the data supported the 
interconnected social processes of learning and identity development. A study of 31 doctoral 
students in a top-ranked research institution’s business program focused on the second stage of 
the doctoral student process. Lovitts (2001) indicated the second stage centered on the transition 
from dependence (coursework) to independence (dissertation). Baker and Pifer (2011) identified 
stage two of the process as the critical stage for academic identity development. The research 
50 
 
study highlighted the importance of relationships. Relationships included long-term interactions 
through research projects, informal conversations with peers, formal interactions with 
supervisors or advisors, and relationships beyond academia (Baker & Pifer, 2011). Family, 
friends, and mentors served as key relationships to guide the identity development of doctoral  
students. Jarvis (2006) highlighted learning occurred by reflecting on the conversations and 
relationships experienced by doctoral students. Reflection led to a deeper understanding of a 
student’s experience and allowed for doctoral students to make meaning of their experiences.  
 Hopwood (2010) examined the learning experiences of doctoral students in the United 
Kingdom. Citing the limited research on exploring learning in the context of teaching and 
service, Hopwood (2010) argued that doctoral students shaped their experience and outcomes in 
their doctoral program. The study approached doctoral education from a bottom-up view, 
focusing on students’ accounts of learning in three activities – teaching, journal editing, and 
career mentoring. Utilizing a sociocultural perspective, Hopwood (2010) explored social 
interaction and mediation to understand the learning process of doctoral students. Thirty-three 
participants from seven institutions and 15 disciplines engaged in the study. The demographic 
information provided in the study centered on gender; the study highlighted the high number of 
female students who participated in the study. Interestingly, Hopwood (2010) failed to include 
identities of the study participants such as age, race, ethnicity, etc. Data generated through 
interviews and focus groups allowed the participants to recall and reflect on salient aspects of 
their doctoral experience.  
 Hopwood’s findings centered on the student’s perspective, highlighting agency as a 
critical factor of doctoral student learning. Participants engaged in experiences based on 
intentionality and actively navigated the doctoral experience. Many of the participants expressed 
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career aspirations focused on entering academia, which influenced the way they shaped and 
interpreted their doctoral experiences. Through teaching experiences, the participants felt a 
responsibility to provide quality teaching to undergraduate students and honed their teaching 
philosophy. Participants engaging with mentoring experiences discussed the desire to learn more 
about career progression and academic life at other institutions. Students’ intentions of writing 
and journal editing stemmed from a desire to increase their academic career capital by having 
publications listed on their career vitae. The study suggested doctoral students engaged in and 
navigated experiences according to their ambitions, needs, and agency. Hopwood (2010) argued 
the importance of structured and unstructured activities as imperative to student learning.  
Hopwood and Paulson (2012) examined doctoral students’ learning and experiences in 
relation to the students’ physical bodies. The study rejected the Cartesian mind/body opposition 
with the main research question focused on “in what ways do doctoral students’ bodies matter” 
(Hopwood & Paulson, 2012, p. 667)? The main argument highlighted doctoral students’ 
changing bodies influenced their experiences in profound ways. The places and spaces where 
doctoral students worked mattered in terms of academic progress and personal well-being. In 
addition, external factors and social norms negatively and positively affected students’ bodies 
and learning.  
The participants’ narratives showed the powerful influence of their bodies and responses 
of others on their learning and experience. “However, bodies do not remain the same over time. 
They age, change shape, and become ill or scarred” (Hopwood & Paulson, 2012, p. 670). The 
study addressed gendered bodies, racialized bodies, and aged bodies of doctoral students, yet 
Hopwood and Paulson neglected to provide specific details about participants’ identities. While 
doctoral students referred to their gender, they recognized gender was constructed by cultural 
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norms and biases. Hopwood and Paulson noted gender and gender expectations affected 
student’s sense of self and relationships with others. Within racialized bodies, the students’ 
discussed the repercussions related to the students’ racial identity and feelings of personal safety 
within a given place or space. From the study, an assumption was made about the racial identity 
of the participant; however the precise racial identity of each participant remained unclear. In 
addition, age factored into how doctoral students engaged in doctoral education. Living spaces 
and work places impacted doctoral student experiences. One participant described living in three 
places – the institution, her parents’ home, and her hometown. Moving between spaces proved a 
challenge, particularly when building relationships and networks within academia.  
The study indicated the need to understand students’ stories of their experiences, with 
particular attention paid to their bodies. Hopwood and Paulson (2012) indicated studies that 
divided populations into specific identities, such as male/female, failed to reflect the complex 
nature of doctoral student experiences. “Our account suggests that a doctorate is far from a 
merely cerebral activity; it is a bodily as well as a cognitive accomplishment” (p. 679). The study 
offered a new way to view and understand doctoral students’ experiences and highlighted how 
thinking differently about the doctorate expanded ways to explore doctoral student attrition and 
socialization.   
Throughout the academic program, doctoral students crossed learning milestones – the 
completion of classes, comprehensive exams, and the dissertation defense. Lovitts (2001) 
claimed, despite the structured milestones in doctoral education, and students often felt unaware 
of the expectations of their faculty, which led to internalized feelings of inadequacy. The feelings 
of inadequacy aligned with the two types of learning (explicit and implicit) occurring in doctoral 
education (Lovitts, 2001). Explicit learning occurred through academic courses, workshops, and 
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structured activities within doctoral education. Implicit learning, the hidden rules left 
unexplained, centered on Ph.D. students figuring out doctoral education on their own. This 
experience of “learning through the grapevine” (Gardner, 2005, p.273) fueled feelings of 
inadequacy or othering. Explicit and implicit learning experienced by doctoral students 
influenced how doctoral students considered career pathways after graduation, often away from 
academia.  
The Two Types of Learning  
González-Ocampo, et al. (2015) discussed the two types of learning that occur within 
doctoral education – formal and informal learning. The informal learning, referred to as the 
hidden curriculum, consisted of the unofficial and informal learning channels within doctoral 
education. Within the hidden curriculum, two distinct viewpoints emerged from the literature. 
One viewpoint highlighted the negativity surrounding the hidden curriculum – the challenges, 
barriers, and impacts on doctoral completion (Gaiser, 2009; Bogo & Wayne, 2013; González-
Ocampo, et al., 2015). The second viewpoint indicated that once the hidden curriculum was 
found, a doctoral student experienced the benefits of the hidden curriculum (Elliott et al., 2016; 
Elliott et al., 2020).  
The concept of the hidden curriculum emerged within K-12 education. The hidden 
curriculum referred to the implicit learning embedded in educational experiences (Vallance, 
1973; Martin, 1976; Bogo & Wayne, 2013; Semper & Blasco, 2018). Jackson (1970) coined the 
term hidden curriculum in response to racial, gender, and class inequalities in education. 
Vallance (1973) noted schools are teaching more than they claim to teach, referring to the 
functions of values, socialization, training in obedience and docility, and the perpetuation of 
traditional class structures. The hidden curriculum focused on the social control of students in K-
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12 education. The hidden curriculum included nonacademic but considerable consequences of 
schooling (Vallance, 1973).  Martin (1976) aligned her viewpoint of the hidden curriculum with 
Vallance (1973); however, she deviated in one critical aspect. The notion education mostly took 
place outside of the classroom served as the foundation of Martin’s (1976) research on the 
hidden curriculum. While the hidden curriculum deviated from the traditional school setting, 
learning occurred as a direct result of the hidden curriculum. Martin (1976) claimed the hidden 
curriculum could be academic or not academic, worthwhile or worthless, and trivial or 
significant. Since its inception, the conceptualization of the hidden curriculum evolved to 
encompass not only K-12 education but higher education as well. Often described as the non-
explicit rules, the hidden curriculum acted as a deliberate form of gatekeeping by ensuring only 
certain types of students gain an advantage (Barnett & Coate, 2005).  
The hidden curriculum seeped into higher education as studies on student socialization 
emerged in the literature (Semper & Blasco, 2018). In the context of higher education, Peters 
(1966) claimed the purpose of education included the improvement of men and women. The 
improvement occurred through interactions and relationships experienced in higher education 
and centered on the individual’s personal and intrinsic learning. Semper and Blasco (2018) noted 
research on socialization and the student’s learning in and out of the classroom revealed the 
implicit and explicit learning experiences of students, thus illuminating the hidden curriculum 
within higher education. The hidden rules and boundaries of curricula are a pervasive and 
powerful feature of higher education” (Barnett & Coate, 2005, p. 35). The power and 
pervasiveness of the hidden rules indicated the process of acquiring knowledge in higher 
education required different rules and a new way of being.  
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Informal learning included mentoring, advising, and the relationship of doctoral students 
and faculty serving in mentoring and advising roles. In an examination of a mentoring 
relationship, Fournillier and Edwards (2020) discussed the liminal, third-space of the academic 
community they occupy as Black women. Hoping to disrupt the hegemonic nature of a neoliberal 
university context, Fournillier and Edwards presented how a relational mentor relationship serves 
as a counterhegemonic narrative. Citing the neoliberal university as centered on merit and value, 
Fournillier and Edward highlighted competition as a core value in the neoliberal context. 
Competition and value achievement centered on publications in top journals, high impact citation 
records, keynote invitations, and conference presentations. Instead of focusing on the number of 
doctoral students obtaining tenure-track positions, Fournillier and Edwards brought to light “the 
embodied approach to teaching, learning, and research we employ from a Black women’s 
standpoint” (Fournillier & Edwards, 2020, p. 460). 
Utilizing an autoethnographic approach to tell their stories, Fournillier and Edwards 
shared their experiences within and outside of academia. Fournillier reflected on her dissertation 
research experience within mas’ camps as an opportunity to develop her teaching and mentoring 
style. “I did not want only to support students in developing a dissertation but in making a 
statement about who they are and how their work can realize the kind of world they want to live 
in” (Fournillier & Edwards, 2020, p. 463). Edwards shared stories about her doctoral student 
experience, highlighting a writing retreat as a focal point to be-coming a scholar. She discussed 
how through the writing retreat Fournillier became a mentor who “was uniquely in tune with my 
being” (p. 464). Through the mentoring relationship, Fournillier and Edwards found community 
with each other, particularly as they made progress on their professional goals. Through this 
authentic mentoring relationship, Fournillier and Edwards set aside the ego of academia to 
56 
 
engage in soul work. The soul work and authentic relationship served as a study of a counter-
hegemonic practice. “We believe that emphasis on our students, and indeed ourselves as ‘beings’ 
over ‘workers’ offers a resistance strategy that will motivate us to do the work our souls must 
have” (p. 468).  
Harding-DeKam et al. (2012) examined the hidden curriculum through the lens of 
doctoral advising. From the study, Harding-DeKam et al. (2012) found most advisors adopt their 
advising styles based on their experiences in graduate school. Advisors and doctoral students 
entered into the advising relationship with pre-conceived and unexpressed ideals of the expected 
relationship. Preconceived notions often caused tension between the advisor and doctoral 
student, which were often unaddressed. Doctoral students observed the patterns of behavior, 
attitudes, beliefs, and values during advisor interactions. The doctoral student absorbed the 
lessons from the hidden curriculum without the conscious knowledge of the advisor or student 
(Martin, 1976). The observations, along with the unacknowledged expectations, often created a 
barrier between the advisor and the doctoral student. Harding-Dekam et al. (2012) found to 
address the hidden curriculum, the advisor and advisee needed to focus on discussing the implicit 
expectations. Two suggestions for addressing the hidden curriculum in advising centered on 
creating purposeful, scheduled meetings, and listening to establish a caring and trustworthy 
relationship.  
Advising and mentoring played a key role in navigating and understanding the hidden 
curriculum. Esposito et al. (2017) noted isolation, limited access to professors, limited research 
opportunities, and the complications of navigating the hidden curriculum were often magnified 
by a doctoral student’s race, gender, sexuality, and socio-economic status. Nontraditional 
students and part-time students often experienced an array of challenges compared to their full-
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time student peers. However, through the creation and implementation of a mentoring group, the 
relationships built in the group positively affected the students’ experiences in academia. “The 
mentoring relationship was also integral in our acclimation to the hidden culture of our programs 
– about which there were no hints from our departments’ manuals or our college’s internet 
homepage” (Esposito et al., 2017, p. 156).  
Leaning on alternative pedagogies of home (Delgado Bernal, 2001) and love (Freire, 
1970), the faculty advisor created a safe space for doctoral students to explore their identities, the 
hidden curriculum, and goals related to entrée into academia. Each author engaged in an 
autoethnographic narrative, highlighting how the mentoring group provided an opportunity to 
share challenges and successes within their doctoral programs. Dr. Laura Whitaker-Lea wrote 
about finding her academic voice – despite facing personal loss outside of academia. Dr. Kelly 
Limes-Taylor Henderson noted feeling a disconnect between the topics discussed in the 
classroom and what she was facing at home. Dr. Taneisha Lee discussed feeling unsure of 
herself and the doctoral education process. These sentiments, along with many others from the 
authors, highlighted the challenges of negotiating the doctoral student role and doctoral students’ 
identities – which may often conflict with each other. Through the mentoring relationship, each 
author noted how they felt more comfortable, supported, and energized to face whatever came at 
them within academia…and life. The relationships built within the mentoring group provided the 
nontraditional students and/or students of color with the “logistical, emotional, and psychological 
support needed to progress in and/or complete our programs” (Esposito et al., 2017, p. 156).  
In a study of social work educators, Bogo and Wayne (2013) identified human exchange 
as a component of the hidden curriculum. The interactions between humans, faculty-student, 
student-student, student-family, etc. informed the doctoral student’s learning and development. 
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The implicit messages and lessons impacted the student’s success, despite not being easily 
recognized (Bogo & Wayne, 2013). Within the field of social work education, the researchers 
found a gap in the literature, which highlighted the need to examine daily interactions that 
promoted professional values and demeanor despite the hidden curriculum. Gaiser (2009) 
indicated every word spoken, action performed, every smile, and every sigh served as a lesson in 
the hidden curriculum. Bogo and Wayne (2013) found faculty subtly teach behaviors through 
hallway encounters, email responses, starting class on time, and the nature of assignments. The 
subtle lessons provided unconscious messaging to future social work educators about aspects of 
professional behavior.   
The hidden curriculum literature alluded to a cautionary tale of implicit learning and 
harnessing the power of doctoral students to take control of their doctoral education. While the 
hidden curriculum proved to represent barriers and challenges to implicit learning in doctoral 
education, Elliott et al. (2020) provided hope and guidance on how to find the hidden treasure of 
the hidden curriculum. Essentially, if a doctoral student found and harnessed the hidden 
curriculum, the doctoral student enjoyed the experience. Unfortunately, not every doctoral 
student found and harnessed the hidden curriculum throughout their experiences.  
 The studies on doctoral student learning, implicit and explicit learning, and the hidden 
curriculum indicated the many ways in which doctoral students learn in academia. However, the 
studies provided minimal insight into how doctoral students with various identities learned 
within doctoral education. The studies centered on full-time doctoral students; however, not all 
doctoral students participate in their program full time. Despite a few examples, the literature on 




Professional Preparation for the Academic Profession 
The Council of Graduate Schools (2005) claimed candidates must demonstrate mastery 
of intellectual principles within their chosen field. Research skills remained at the forefront of 
doctoral education. The Council of Graduate Schools (2005) indicated doctoral candidates must 
exhibit the ability to apply research principles to create original contributions in the expansion of 
knowledge in their chosen field.  
Golde and Dore (2001) conducted one of the seminal studies on doctoral student 
experiences. The study, situated in the desire to explore doctoral education through the 
perspective of doctoral students, consisted of surveying eleven arts and sciences disciplines at 
twenty-seven institutions. In studying doctoral student experiences, Golde and Dore challenged 
two of the assumptions about doctoral education – the purpose and process of doctoral education. 
The first assumption of the study highlighted the notion that research is the primary purpose of 
Ph.D. education. The Ph.D. process centered on student work completed under the supervision of 
the advisor. While Golde and Dore (2001) noted variations occurred across disciplines, the two 
assumptions remained consistent within the more extensive system of higher education.  
 The study findings indicated a misalignment of the purpose of doctoral education, 
aspirations of doctoral students, and the realities of careers within and outside academia. Golde 
and Dore (2001) found doctoral students were not well-prepared to serve in faculty roles. The 
results of the survey alluded to the idea that students were unsure of customary practices of the 
faculty role, such as grant writing and funding for research, submission guidelines for 
publications, reviewing articles, and serving the campus community. While some doctoral 
programs focused on helping students find faculty positions, the same institutions neglected to 
prepare students for teaching roles (Golde & Dore, 2001).  
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 Despite a lack of preparation, study participants indicated their motivation and desire to 
pursue a career in academia. Motivated by their love of teaching, enjoyment of research, and 
interest in service, study participants' desires aligned with the traditional components of faculty 
roles. While students felt prepared to conduct research, they indicated they did not feel well-
informed about the publication process. Study participants highlighted their motivation to teach; 
however, they did not feel they had adequate training to run a classroom. Finally, participants 
discussed a high interest in getting involved with the campus community; yet, they were unaware 
of how the service component fit into their faculty role. Golde and Dore (2001) noted 
incorporating service into the faculty role is not taught in doctoral programs. The study 
concluded with recommendations to improve the doctoral student education experience. Golde 
and Dore recommended students take responsibility for their doctoral student experience by 
advocating for their specific needs and faculty needed to discuss the role of faculty in academia 
explicitly.  
Elkana and Klöpper (2016) noted the doctoral years were the ideal time for inculcating 
future scholars. To become a scholar, the doctoral students demonstrated an intellectual mastery 
of the discipline, produced independent scholarship, and disseminated the knowledge (Boyer, 
1990; Council of Graduate Schools, 2005; Mendoza & Gardner, 2010). Boyer (1990) further 
indicated creative thinking, effective communication, and intellectual capacity to expand the 
context of ideas are essential skills to learn through the doctoral education experience. Doctoral 
students emulated creative thinking, effective communication, and intellectual capacity impacted 
society while working in academia through teaching, research, and service.  
Well-prepared doctoral students developed the ability to understand and critically 
evaluate the issues and changes of the field, thus working on expanding the frontiers of 
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knowledge. Walker (2008) noted the irony in the prestigious, research-centered doctoral degree 
and the lack of transparency in research evaluation. “The pedagogy of research – the study and 
process of developing powerful scholars – is one of the most underdeveloped areas in higher 
education in the U.S.A.” (Walker, 2008, p. 36).  Yet, doctoral students experienced high 
expectations to contribute to the discipline, whether through research and publications, teaching, 
and service to professional organizations. Elkana and Klöpper (2016) noted the process of 
writing a dissertation is not a preparation for careers outside of academia; instead, the 
dissertation process created good researchers and critically responsive members of academia.  
Nyquist et al. (2001) conducted a four-year longitudinal study of 55 graduate teaching 
assistants at three institutions as they worked to complete their degree. Interviews highlighted 
teaching experiences, messages received about teaching, and their perspectives of their 
discipline. Four concerns emerged about the experiences of graduate students development as 
teachers and scholars. The concerns included a lack of a systematic and comprehensive approach 
to help doctoral students learn to teach, minimal feedback and mentoring related to the practice 
of teaching, little attention to the exploration of careers outside of academia, and apparent 
discrepancies between doctoral educational experiences and the realities of faculty work.  
In a study of new faculty and aspiring faculty (graduate students), Rice et al. (2000) 
examined the experiences of newcomers in academia. The study spanned disciplines and 
institution types, included forty focus groups and 350 individual interviews, and consisted of 
semi-structured interviews. Rice et al. (2000) found the doctoral student vision of the faculty role 
included working with students, pursuing intellectual work such as research, and utilizing 
expertise to challenge problems within society. The idyllic vision of life as a faculty member 
faded into the reality that the faculty role remained unpredictable. The faculty role, in reality, 
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included research, teaching, and mentoring students. However, new faculty participants in the 
study indicated the requirements of tenure, the expectations of research and publication, and 
expectations to mentor both undergraduate and graduate students became increasingly harder to 
meet within academia (Rice et al., 2000).  
Sorcinelli (2002) expanded on a study conducted by Rice et al. (2000), highlighting the 
concerns of new faculty in academia. New faculty indicated a desire to engage with the 
intellectual community at their institution but often experienced isolation and loneliness. New 
faculty shared minimal mentoring occurred as they started their new role, mainly related to the 
tenure process. Tenure expectations remained unclear, and the process mysterious. Finally, new 
faculty desired to have a balance in academic and personal life but confessed to feeling 
overworked and challenged by competing responsibilities. Sorcinelli (2002) called for graduate 
programs to provide communicated expectations for roles in academia, faculty encouragement of 
flexible career tracks, and self-reflection or dialogues to promote an increased awareness of life 
in academia.  
A survey of 6,000 Ph.D. alumni from 61 doctoral degree-granting institutions highlighted 
the career experiences of the participants. Nerad and Cerney (1999) found Ph.D. alumni 
experienced various career paths after degree completion. The findings of the study suggested an 
improvement in teacher training, improvement in career and placement services, and increased 
opportunities for disciplinary study. Within the study, Nerad and Cerney focused on the 
experiences of English Ph.D.s. The experiences of English Ph.D.s proved to be difficult as they 
transitioned from their program of study to stable employment. The participants noted a variety 
of employment positions outside of academia, including business, non-profits, and government 
organizations. The English Ph.D.s noted a culture of neglect, particularly related to the job search 
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process. Nerad and Cerney (1999) indicated six steps to alleviate the culture of neglect as 
outlined by the study participants, including the expansion of doctoral training to include career 
paths outside of academia and collaboration with career services on campus to connect doctoral 
students to career opportunities outside of academia.   
Walker (2008) indicated proper interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary research and 
experiences remained crucial aspects in the development of scholars. Within the notion of 
interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary experiences, graduate students experienced exposure to 
professional pathways outside of the academe. Mendoza and Gardner (2010) claimed, “Today, 
society expects higher education to prepare the workforce of today’s corporations, which has to 
be more highly trained and educated in society” (p. 17). The expectation of producing scholars 
prepared to work in any career remained situated within doctoral education and experiences. 
Walker (2008) indicated doctoral education reflected the society in which it is embedded, 
particularly within the United States. However, doctoral students socialized into academia 
struggled to find their place in academia and industry.   
A misalignment within the preparation and training of Ph.D. students and the type of jobs 
(in academia or not) in which they will be employed (Golde & Dore, 2001; Gaff, 2002; Walker, 
2008) remained consistent in the literature. Golde and Dore (2001) shared three crucial 
conclusions, which included a mismatch occurring between doctoral student goals, training, and 
actual careers, doctoral student persistence in seeking faculty roles in academia, and graduate 
programs continued preparation of doctoral students for careers at research universities. Doctoral 
students continued to experience challenges as they assumed faculty roles, which included a lack 
of preparation for the role and a limited understanding of the various aspects of the faculty role 
in academia. The literature presented a perspective focused on faculty and research within 
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academia, while neglecting the trends of Ph.D.s entering non-faculty spaces. The non-faculty  
spaces included holding positions in government, corporate sectors, and administrative positions 
in K-12 and postsecondary education, etc. The aspect of Ph.D.s entering non-faculty spaces 
needs further attention within the literature, as it remained unclear as to whether a doctoral 
degree was necessary.  
The Formation of Scholars 
 Higher education experienced shifts in the past two decades. New challenges included 
technology, the global market, blurred boundaries between fields, and, most recently, a global 
pandemic. Teaching pedagogy changed with the new challenges, and expectations of doctoral 
programs faced vital questions about purpose, vision, and quality of experience. Walker et al. 
(2008) claimed many doctoral students were ill-prepared for the full range of roles they must 
play, whether they worked in the academe or beyond.  
 Walker et al. (2008) utilized the Carnegie Initiative on the Doctorate (CID) to further 
assess doctoral student pathways within the fields of chemistry, English, history, mathematics, 
neuroscience, and education. From the study, Walker et al. found a need for practices to prepare 
doctoral students as teachers – not only in the classroom but in many other settings. From this 
claim, Walker et al. discussed the formation of scholars. In contrast to socialization and 
professional preparation, formation focused on the essential role of the learner. Instead of 
observing and reflecting on experiences through the socialization process, formation centered on 
the development of professional identity. Walker et al. claimed doctoral students ultimately 
shaped and directed their learning experience through the formation process. However, if 
doctoral students were not engaged in the formation process the opportunity for doctoral students 
to share and direct their learning experience may not be possible.   
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 Through the formation process, Elkana (2006) pointed to the growth of “the personality, 
character, habits of heart and mind” (p. 66) and the “role that the given discipline is capable of 
and meant to play in academe and society at large” (p. 80). Essentially, at the heart of formation 
is the scholar’s professional identity. Within formation, several themes emerged from the CID. 
The first theme, scholarly integration, centered on the integration of research, applied work, and 
teaching. The intellectual community, the second theme, addressed the hidden curriculum. The 
hidden curriculum sent powerful messages to doctoral students about the purpose, commitment, 
roles, and community within the discipline. The intellectual community theme supported the 
notion that conditions for intellectual risk-taking, creativity, and entrepreneurship were possible 
experiences in the formation of a scholar. The third theme emphasized stewardship. A steward of 
the discipline considered the continuing health of the discipline, how to foster creativity, and 
how to prepare the next generation of stewards.  
 The outcome of formation indicated a fully formed scholar. Walker et al. (2008) 
described a fully formed scholar as being capable of generating new knowledge, conserving the 
legacy of the discipline, and understanding how knowledge transforms the world. Research 
provided the foundation for the generation of knowledge and the conservation of the discipline. 
Teaching, in a broad sense, encompassed the transformation of learners in and outside of the 
academe. By focusing on formation, Walker et al. believed doctoral students as a scholar and 
steward embraced a larger purpose of their discipline and future.  
Scholar Identity Development 
The three processes to introduce doctoral students into academia included socialization, 
professional preparation, and formation. While socialization remained the main process to 
inculcate doctoral students into the culture of academia, the focus of the three processes situated 
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the identity of scholar as the outcome of the process. The scholar, then became a faculty member 
to continue the cycle of inculcating new scholars (Rice et al. 2000; Sorcinelli, 2002; Walker, 
2008). McAlpine et al. (2009) noted the identity development process as a fluid construct. 
Doctoral students negotiated roles, responsibilities, and identities when experiencing 
socialization or activities connected to scholar identity development. The scholar identity 
development at the doctoral level included the creation of a research agenda and cultivation of 
collegial relationships (Gardner & Barnes, 2007; Lovitts, 2001).  
Lovitts (2001) indicated graduate students might have to replace their old values and 
identities as they experience the socialization process. The heart of doctorate education is a 
scholar identity. Jazvak-Martek (2009) highlighted the need to explore the relationship between 
doctoral students’ experiences and scholar identity. “Emerging identities are either alluded to or 
left out” (p. 253). Research centered on doctoral experiences and socialization rarely includes the 
student’s intentions, motivations, or experiences that influenced identity shifts from student to 
scholar (Jazvak-Martek, 2009).  
 Jazvak-Martek (2009) claimed students oscillate between the role of doctoral student and 
academic throughout the doctoral experience. The traditional roles of the doctoral student 
included teaching assistant, research assistant, and novice researcher. In Jazvak-Martek’s study, 
the participants acknowledged times when they were able to engage in scholarly discussions to 
take on an academic role. Scholarly moments within the academic role included peer-like 
discussions with faculty, working on publications, having publications accepted, presenting at 
conferences, and being invited to give a talk. Jazvak-Martek (2009) concluded doctoral students 
experienced the scholar identity when they projected scholarly tendencies, and the tendencies 
were confirmed by those with whom they interacted. “It seems that once doctoral students take 
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on the agency required for such a shift in role identities, there are more opportunities for the 
idealized standards of roles to be legitimatized through exchanges and interactions” (p. 260).  
 The literature, to this point, focused on doctoral student experiences within academia, 
particularly the role of doctoral student and the process of attaining the ultimate degree – the 
Ph.D. However, doctoral student experiences rarely occurred in singular instances with one 
identity centered in the experience. Studies on doctoral students, bringing their complex and 
layered identities with them into academia, remained meager.  
Doctoral Student Support 
With an attrition rate of 50%, doctoral students faced many challenges in persisting in the 
completion of a doctoral degree. Challenges included building new networks, adjusting to 
coursework, selecting a dissertation topic, and choosing an advisor and committee. Yet, several 
factors contributed to the completion of the doctoral degree. Students who experienced positive 
socialization into the program and social support networks were more likely to complete a 
degree.  
A doctoral degree, considered to be a massive undertaking, demanded doctoral students’ 
time, energy, finances, and attention. Conceição and Hill (2019) presented a four-dimensional 
model for doctoral student support from an institutional level. “Few studies mention the 
importance of institutional support for doctoral students” (p. 2). According to Conceição and Hill 
(2019), the four dimensions, utilized by faculty advisors, provided points of awareness to student 
support. For example, the social dimension highlighted social activities to combat the challenges 
of isolation and power relationships with faculty. By engaging in relationships with faculty, 
conferences, and professional associations, doctoral students experienced increased socialization 
within the discipline and institution. The emotional dimension supported the need for supportive 
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mentoring, primarily through coursework and the dissertation process. The third dimension, the 
mental dimension, emphasized the need for doctoral students to have a growth mindset and 
mental flexibility. However, Conceição and Hill (2019) neglected to provide examples of how to 
support a growth mindset. The fourth dimension, behavioral, centered on coping techniques to 
complete the doctoral process. A common coping technique included creating and completing 
tasks, which undermined the appreciation of the interconnections throughout the process. In the 
behavioral dimension, the need for faculty advisors to encourage doctoral students throughout 
the process emerged, particularly concerning the dissertation process.  
The four-dimension model illustrated practical support strategies from an institutional 
level. “Institutional support can help students to proceed through the program structure and 
curriculum (behavior and cognitive dimensions) while instructional support can help students 
balance their life-roles and responsibilities (emotional and social dimensions) to stay grounded 
during the doctoral program journey” (Conceição & Hill, 2019, p. 4). The practices of 
instructional and institutional support remained theoretical, with little indication of how doctoral 
students experienced institutional and instructional support.  
Ampaw and Jaeger (2012) conducted a study centering on the retention and completion 
of doctoral students. The study focused on the three phases of the doctoral experience, as 
outlined by Tinto (1993). The phases included transition (adjusting to the program and taking 
courses), development (particularly of the research plan and movement into candidacy), and 
research (defending the dissertation and completing the degree). The longitudinal study, 
conducted over a ten-year timeframe, examined the effects of various factors on all three phases. 
Two of the highlighted factors included financial aid and labor market conditions. Situated in a 
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model of institutional doctoral student persistence and human capital theory, Ampaw and Jaeger 
focused on the reasons why individuals decided to invest in higher education.  
Ampaw and Jaeger (2012) sampled 2,068 doctoral students within the three phases of the 
doctoral experience. Findings from the study indicated students with financial aid (assistantships 
or grants) were most likely to complete their doctoral education. Salary levels and higher 
unemployment rates increase the likelihood of degree attainment; however, unemployment rates 
caused some doctoral students to remain in their doctoral programs. Ampaw and Jaeger (2012) 
indicated the study showed the impact of demographic factors (race and part-time enrollment) 
depended on the stage of development within the doctoral program. Gender appeared as a factor 
that impacted completion. Ampaw and Jaeger (2012) claimed lower completion rates for women 
in doctoral programs might stem from other variables such as access to research assistantships 
and part-time status. Finally, Ampaw and Jaeger (2012) found the completion rate of minority 
students in their study to be low due to a lack of social integration into their departments.  
Jairam & Kahl (2012) focused their study on the social support networks of doctoral 
students who persisted in the completion of a doctoral degree. The study participants indicated 
positive social network influences included familial support, sound advice from doctoral 
advisors, and building collegial relationships with fellow doctoral students. Negative aspects of 
social networks emerged from the study, particularly in regards to writing. Participants indicated 
workshops focused on dissertation writing or seminars to discuss research would have been 
beneficial for their professional development. 
Jairam & Kahl’s (2012) study highlighted social support as a means to address the stress 
of their graduate programs. Doctoral students often found that managing new roles 
(student/researcher/writer), building and maintaining new relationships, and creating their 
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professional identity presented new and sometimes uncomfortable challenges (Golde, 1998; 
Weidman et al., 2001). According to Jairam & Kahl (2012), social support reduced the stress 
experienced in doctoral programs.   
Social support occurred through a variety of connections between students, faculty, and 
advisors. Engaging in a mentoring group is another way for doctoral students to engage in social 
support. The doctoral student experience involved both formal and informal interactions with 
faculty members, which formed a key aspect of doctoral student experiences (Spaulding & 
Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012). Interactions with peers/colleagues presented a mentoring 
opportunity to support doctoral degree completion. Esposito et al. (2017) noted the mentoring 
relationship served as an integral component in the acclimation to the hidden culture of academic 
programs. In exploring an informal advising circle of students of color, the members shared 
experiences of mentoring in a multilayered context, emphasizing equal respect for each 
member’s doctoral student journey. Through pedagogies of home, the advising group offered 
nontraditional students an opportunity to explore the doctoral socialization process and navigate 
academia together. Grant and Simmons (2008) noted mentoring relationships are particularly 
important for women and students of color in academia to offset marginalization. In Esposito et 
al. (2017), the students participating in the advising circle noted the desire to engage in a safe 
space where they felt understood and valued, particularly when discussing the impact of racism 
and microaggressions felt in academia. Mentoring, for the seven members, served as a vehicle to 
learn and engage positively in doctoral education and played an integral role in persistence.  
The learning that occurred in Ph.D. programs centered on the socialization process within 
academia. As doctoral education changed, new processes such as professional preparation and 
formation provided an opportunity for doctoral students to learn differently. Implicit and explicit 
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learning occurred within academic spaces and remained largely dependent on the institution, the 
department, the discipline, and the type of doctoral program. The learning that occurred within 
academic spaces often influenced whether students entered into academia following Ph.D. 
completion (Lovitts, 2001). Support networks played an integral role in persistence of doctoral 
students.  
With the exception of Esposito et al. (2017) and Fournillier and Edwards (2020), the 
aforementioned studies on doctoral student learning and scholar identity conjured a non-descript 
picture of a doctoral student. Yet, the doctoral student demographics include African Americans, 
Indigenous Americans, Latinx and Chicana/o Americans, nonbinary gender students, parents, 
and students with varying abilities. Many researchers (González-Ocampo, et al., 2015; 
Hopwood, 2010; Hopwood and Paulson, 2012) neglected the inclusion of the identities of 
doctoral students. The historical context of doctoral education, the review of the socialization 
process, and now the literature on doctoral student learning highlighted one glaring fact – 
academia was situated in whiteness, creating barriers and challenges for anyone other than the 
White men for whom doctoral education was created. 
Overarching identities of gender, historically marginalized students, and doctoral students 
neglected the specific demographics that played a role in the doctoral student experience. 
Specifically studies from Gardner (2007, 2008, 2010, 2013), Roska et al. (2018), and Jairam & 
Kahl (2012) provided specific quantitative demographic data of participants; however, the 
literature failed to make the connection between doctoral students and their identities. In the 
following section, I examined literature highlighting the identities of doctoral students. Intrigued 
by the exclusion of identity(ies) in the preceding literature, I examined many identities salient to 
doctoral students, while troubling the notion of whiteness within academia.  
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The Complexity of Doctoral Students’ Identities  
Doctoral education was created for young, white men (Mendoza & Gardner, 2010). 
Within the socialization process to inculcate doctoral students into faculty roles, it is no secret 
that this process remained inherently centered on the hegemonic nature of doctoral education. 
Despite the hegemony and the probability of experiencing marginalization, alienation, isolation, 
and/or racism within doctoral education, the numbers of women and students of color attending 
and graduating from doctoral programs increased (NCES, 2019). Identities entangled with the 
development of role identity in academia. Doctoral students experienced similar aspects of 
marginalization and alienation, related to race, gender, (dis)ability, age, sexuality, and parent 
roles, within their educational experiences. 
 Doctoral education experienced a shift in student demographics over time. D’Andrea 
(2002) found doctoral students tended to be older, fully employed, have families and financial 
responsibilities, and tended to pursue doctoral education part-time manner. Doctoral students 
entered graduate school with a variety of characteristics and experiences (Lovitts, 2001). 
Characteristics included personal values and expectations, race, gender, ethnicity, age, ability, 
socioeconomic status, and parental education status. In addition to demographic characteristics, 
doctoral students carried with them the skills and experiences of prior schooling, such as social 
and academic experiences.  
Demographic characteristics and external responsibilities led to the persistence of 
doctoral students to degree completion (Lovitts, 2001). External responsibilities such as parent, 
partner, caregiver, and full-time employee added additional layers of complexity to the doctoral 
student experience. In addition to background and personal characteristics, the academic 
discipline served as another layer of identification for the doctoral student. Research studies on 
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specific identities and doctoral student experiences varied by researcher. The following sections 
explored studies related to various identities of doctoral students, particularly parent, first-
generation, race, and academic discipline.  
The Parent Identity 
 Since the mid-1970s, research centered on the roles and expectations of doctoral students 
as parents (Dyk, 1987). Astin (1976) and Bernard (1975) conducted research on female students 
and the conflicts related to the family role. Researchers noted work-family issues remained 
invisible, despite record numbers of men and women who are parents in graduate school (Dyk, 
1987; Kulp, 2019; Sallee, 2015, & Springer, et al. 2009).  
 Dyk (1987) conducted a study focused on the management of family and academic roles. 
The participants, graduate students, highlighted the multiple roles which competed for their time 
and attention while in graduate school. Limited resources, such as time and emotional energy, 
caused increased stress for the graduate students. Dyk’s study focused on the conflicts and 
coping strategies of graduate students. Conflicts included time, particularly how to manage the 
pressures to focus on one role over another. Coping strategies included giving up or adding a 
particular aspect of a role, without giving up the entire role. For example, the reduction of a 
graduate student’s course load or reducing volunteer efforts with sports, schools, etc. in order to 
focus on academic work. Dyk (1987) concluded that graduate students’ roles competed with each 
other and limited resources such as time or emotional energy.  
 In a study conducted by Springer et al. (2009), data collected focused on the experiences 
and roles of Ph.D. students in sociology. The participants, graduate directors, completed surveys 
about parent supports for graduate students. The data highlighted the lack of official policies 
focused on parental support or if present, the directors noted a lack of understanding about what 
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supports or policies were in place to support Ph.D. students who were parents. Strategies such as 
paid parental leave, extension of deadlines, part-time options, childcare support, and health 
insurance for children were not consistent or available in higher education institutions. Springer, 
et al. (2009) encouraged faculty training focused on how to mentor graduate student parents. 
Based on the data collected, not one of the departments represented in the study reported training 
for faculty to mentor/advise graduate student parents. In addition to faculty training, training 
targeting work-life lessons provided as seminars or in graduate orientation provided an 
opportunity for graduate students to learn the policies and support structures in place for graduate 
student parents.  
 Kulp (2019) studied the path to the professoriate for Ph.D. mothers. Parenting in graduate 
school added stress to graduate students, particularly in how the students spent their time. 
Writing and publications, conference attendance, and seeking advanced training allowed 
opportunities for graduate students without children to move forward on the path to the 
professoriate. Kulp noted Ph.D. mothers struggled with institutional barriers and experienced 
leave of absences which caused them to be passed over for opportunities in favor of non-
parenting students. The study conducted in 2018 specifically focused on employment patterns of 
Ph.D. student mothers. Kulp found that Ph.D. mothers tended to work at non-research 
institutions and were considered to be older, took longer to graduate, and financed their 
education through self, family, or loans compared to non-parent students who obtained 
assistantships or grant funding.  
 The three studies highlighted the experiences of parents in graduate education. While 
findings suggested graduate student parents seemed to find a way to accommodate academic 
work and family responsibilities, a tension persisted in navigating the competing roles of parent 
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and graduate student. Springer, et al. (2009) called for academic departments to not merely 
tolerate graduate student parents. The three studies indicated the need to value the graduate 
student as a whole person with a family, a career, a life, and a graduate student.  
First-Generation Identity 
The term first-generation suggested the introduction of a unique student population in 
higher education. The term first-generation defined students whose parents did not have a college 
degree. The creation of a definition of the first-generation status implied the existence of other 
populations of college-going students. These individuals included second-, third-, or fourth-
generation college students and were defined as continuing-generations (Arnold & Barratt, 2015; 
Davis, 2010). Regardless of the definition, researchers created a clear distinction of the first-
generation student population and the other college students attending institutions across the 
United States.  
The First-Generation Foundation (2013) indicated first-generation students are more 
likely to be academically under-prepared, less likely to seek support services, and more likely to 
work. This distinction permeated the literature and assumed an implication that there are the 
“Haves” and the “Have-nots” at American higher education institutions. However, few first-
generation students referred to themselves as first-generation or considered the differentiation 
among their classmates. “The concept of first-generation is completely context-dependent; 
individuals only take on this status or identify if they elect to enroll as students at a college or 
university” (Arnold & Barnett, 2015, p. 185). Regardless of the context, first-generation students 
became known as the population that was missing something (Davis 2010). The “something” 
centered on the familiarity of the college culture and by extension, the understanding of what it 
meant to be a college student. Davis (2010) acknowledged the college “culture” included the 
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insider knowledge, the special language, and the understanding of policies and processes of the 
college.  
Nearly one-third of doctoral students’ self-reported as first-generation students (NCES, 
2018). First-generation referred to students whose parents did not attend college (Billson & 
Terry, 1982; Pascarella et al., 2004; Strayhorn, 2006). Davis (2010) claimed the first-generation 
status is not about the parent’s limited or nonexistent experience in college. Instead, the first-
generation status influenced competence and comfortability to navigate the higher education 
landscape. Arnold and Barnatt (2015) agreed with Davis, claiming that difficulties navigating 
pathways to success included interpersonal interactions and organization structures on campus.  
The experiences of first-generation bachelor’s and master’s degree students carried forth 
into doctoral education. At the undergraduate level, first-generation students tended to come 
from low-income households (Strayhorn, 2006), under-resourced communities (Savitz-Romer & 
Bouffard, 2012) and were generalized as historically marginalized students and women 
(Terenzini et al., 1996; Bui, 2002). In addition to these characteristics, first-generation students 
had less positive out-of-class experiences (Terenzini et al., 1996). Based on these statements, 
Engle and Tinto (2008) found first-generation students were less likely to aspire to, enroll, and 
complete a doctoral degree.  
Kniffin (2007) indicated first-generation doctoral student characteristics were brought 
forth into the doctoral student experience. First-generation students who earned a bachelor’s 
degree attended graduate degree programs in disproportionately low numbers compared to 
continuing-generation students. Kniffin claimed the opportunity or access to pursue a Ph.D. 
depended on the parent’s formal education and remained unequal to continuing-generation 
students. First-generation college students, unaware of the campus culture, carried a level of 
77 
 
unawareness with them to the doctoral student experience. Unaware of how to navigate a new 
culture with different rules proved challenging for first-generation PhD students. While the 
notion of education is to level social inequalities and equalize opportunity, Kniffin indicated 
family educational background remained valuable beyond the completion of the baccalaureate. 
The educational experiences of first-generation doctoral students included attending a 
community college or a regional institution, taking longer to complete, and incurring more debt 
(Kniffin, 2007). As first-generation doctoral students complete the Ph.D. program and pursue 
faculty positions, Kniffin concluded it was more likely for the first-generation faculty to return to 
community colleges, regional institutions, or liberal arts colleges. Relatively little is known about 
the first-generation PhD graduates’ postdoctoral career path. Based on Kniffin’s study, first-
generation PhD graduates have “relatively less success in the academic labor market” (p. 70).  
The key to understanding the first-generation PhD student experiences and career pathways 
centered on faculty connections. Faculty, particularly faculty from diverse socioeconomic 
backgrounds, promoted equality of educational opportunities and provided support for first-
generation PhD students.   
Gardner (2013) highlighted the challenges first-generation doctoral students experienced 
while navigating doctoral education. Utilizing self-reported first-generation data collected by the 
National Science Foundation (NSF) and National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics 
(NCSES) in 2012, Gardner noted non-White individuals were more likely to be first-generation. 
The data indicated first-generation students focused doctoral studies in education, engineering, 
and the sciences (life, physical, and social).  
One challenge highlighted the limited understanding of the graduate school system. 
Gardner (2013) claimed first-generation students struggled to understand the rules of graduate 
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education. According to Gardner, first-generation students were unaware of the questions to ask 
or who to ask them to, which added to the challenge of understanding the rules of graduate 
education. The rules, whether explicit or implicit, foreshadowed the career pathways of first-
generation PhD graduates. Another challenge included financial demands and constraints of first-
generation doctoral students. Doctoral education provided an additional expense to first-
generation students, which, for some, indicated higher levels of debt incurred. Hoffer et al. 
(2002) found first-generation doctoral students were more likely to find financial resources or 
take out student loans, rather than utilizing teaching or research assistantships, grants, or 
fellowships. Another factor related to financial demands included full or part-time employment. 
The amount of time spent working added to financial constraints, meaning first-generation 
doctoral students were not able to hold assistantships or participate in fellowships due to 
work/career obligations (Holley & Gardner, 2012). Gardner (2013) indicated the third challenge 
for first-generation doctoral students centered on a feeling of otherness. First-generation students 
straddled two worlds – the academic world and the home world. The home world included 
navigating conversations and sharing information about the academic world with parents who 
did not understand the academic experiences. Even with the barriers and challenges faced by 
first-generation students, “the proportion of first-generation students who persist to and complete 
a doctoral degree is significant with 32.1% of all doctoral recipients in 2010 being first-
generation” (Gardner, 2013, p. 4). The number of first-generation doctoral recipients remained 
consistent over time with about 31% of PhD recipients being first-generation (NCES, 2018).  
In a comparison study of the socialization of first-generation and continuing-generation, 
biology Ph.D. students, Roksa et al. (2018) expected to observe notable differences between the 
two student populations. The study surveyed 336 doctoral students in biology Ph.D. programs at 
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53 institutions in the United States. Roksa et al. (2018) found first-generation doctoral students 
were more likely to be underrepresented racial/ethnic minorities and less likely to have attended 
a research-intensive institution as undergraduate students. In addition, continuing-generation 
students were found to have more stability in regards to goal commitment, institutional 
commitment, and research productivity. The key finding in the study indicated despite the 
differences in demographics and stability, first-generation and continuing-generation doctoral 
students did not experience different socialization processes.  
The literature presented focused on the undergraduate and doctoral experiences of first-
generation students. The experiences, characteristics, and feelings experienced in first-generation 
college students carried forth to experiences in doctoral education. Within the doctoral 
experience, the first-generation identity appeared to hinder students from taking advantage of 
socialization opportunities and experiences, such as research or teaching assistantships. “The 
negotiation of personal influences remains an essential aspect of how students experience the 
educational process, particularly as they move through postgraduate study” (p. 115). Holley and 
Gardner (2012) highlighted the challenges of engaging in a doctoral program while also working 
full or part-time. First-generation doctoral students experienced a disconnection between family 
expectations and educational aspirations, often having to make tough choices of where to focus 
attention, time, and resources. The explicit and implicit rules of academia and faculty 
expectations provided additional challenges to first-generation doctoral students, particularly in 
knowing the questions to ask to gain additional support.  
Racial Identities  
 Race shaped the socialization of doctoral students of color, particularly related to 
interactions with faculty members who may (or may not) validate the academic interests, future 
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career plans, and professional development (Johnson & Scott, 2020). Some faculty encouraged 
doctoral students of color by introducing students to various academic communities and 
supporting conference participation (Felder et al., 2014). Not all doctoral students of color 
experienced the encouragement noted by Felder et al., particularly if the student’s research 
interests clashed with that of the faculty advisor. Barker’s (2016) study on advising relationships 
utilized a CRT perspective and found white doctoral students were “pushed through” doctoral 
programs despite competing commitments and responsibilities while black students were not.  
 Gardner (2008) highlighted the lack of “fitting the mold” of graduate schools, which may 
influence marginalized students to leave their degree programs. Leaning on the research (Baird, 
1990; Turner & Thompson, 1993), Gardner noted the inequities in the socialization process in 
academia. Gardner pointed out the fact that older, white men typically serve as full professors 
and administrators in academia, which indicated the traditional mold of graduate students (white 
men) remained a key aspect of the socialization process. 
 Johnson and Scott (2020) explored the circumstances to delayed completion of doctoral 
programs, highlighting the narratives of Black/African American women in “ABD” status. 
Within the study, “ABD” meant completion of coursework and comprehensive exams (Johnson 
& Scott, 2020). The findings noted the seven participants experienced a great deal of academic 
success prior to starting their doctoral program. In the narratives shared by the seven doctoral 
students, many noted the subtle differences of exposure to various opportunities such as research, 
teaching, and conference presentations. Johnson and Scott (2020) highlighted institutional 
cultures and norms as barriers for doctoral students of color. For example, some doctoral 
program designs focused on full-time students (Gardner, 2009). However, for participants in the 
study conducted by Johnson and Scott, limited flexibility hindered relationships with faculty, 
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particularly when the students juggled multiple roles and responsibilities. “Rarely did 
participants talk about how issues that came up in their personal lives were acknowledged by 
faculty members in ways that helped them feel confident about completion” (Johnson & Scott, 
2020, p. 9).  
 The findings from the Johnson and Scott study focused on the two factors influencing the 
doctoral completion of Black women. First, minimal guidance from program faculty occurred 
while the women were in the “ABD” stage. A feeling of isolation related to the writing of a 
dissertation was discussed in relation to minimal guidance. Second, the seven women in the 
study felt they would complete the doctorate degree at some point. “For some, professional 
advancement was contingent upon earning the doctorate” (Johnson & Scott, 2020, p. 12). 
Implications from the study called for structured institutional supports which met the needs of 
doctoral students to ensure “access to the capital necessary to complete graduate programs” (p. 
13). In addition, for Black women specifically, access to faculty in their programs and 
departments remained a key aspect to ensure degree completion.  
 A qualitative content analysis of the socialization experiences of students of color in 
doctoral programs (Blockett et al., 2016), indicated four central themes related to the 
socialization of students of color. The four themes, fit, mentorship, professional involvement, 
and marginalization described the socialization experiences of students of color. Blockett et al. 
(2016) called for Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth framework to be applied to the 
doctoral socialization process for students of color. By utilizing the framework, Blockett et al. 
(2016) claimed faculty would understand the capital marginalized students bring into the 
academy. Mentorship, a key aspect in the socialization process of students of color, indicated an 
opportunity to expand the pipeline into the professoriate.  
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Ramirez (2011) utilized the conceptual framework of multiracial feminism, social capital, 
and cultural capital to study the experiences of Latinos applying to graduate school. The twenty-
four participants participated in interviews and shared their experiences of the application 
process. The twenty-two of the participants in the study identified as Mexican American descent 
and two were of non-Mexican Latino origin. Interestingly, nineteen of the participants identified 
as first-generation college students and fifteen indicated working-class backgrounds. The 
identities were interesting, as the barriers to the application process mirrored barriers 
experienced by first-generation students. One barrier focused on the lack of knowledge of how to 
apply to graduate school or what the socialization process entailed. This lack of knowledge, 
according to the participants, put them at a disadvantage to completing graduate school 
applications.  
The participants in Ramirez’s (2011) study highlighted the lack of support and guidance 
in applying to graduate school, particularly from faculty and staff within the university setting. 
The lack of support became exacerbated by the lack of minority, particularly Latino, faculty – as 
the students felt a disconnect with white faculty as reference providers. Ramirez (2011) called 
for increased support of Latino college students as a means to create a pathway to graduate 
education. Policy recommendations included mentoring for Latino students, hiring more 
minority, particularly Latino faculty, expanding participation of undergraduates in research, and 
promoting a graduate school-going culture for students (Ramirez, 2011).  
Locke (2021) described the experiences of Latinx doctoral students as a rollercoaster and 
highlighted the resistance and disruption of the norm in doctoral education. The professional 
identity development of Latinx doctoral students mirrored the experiences of the socialization 
process. However, the Garcia et al. (2020) claimed the pathway into graduate school and the 
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professoriate for Latinxs is inadequate. The experiences of Latinx doctoral students and the 
inequities faced gave cause for concern, as Latinxs are the fastest growing racial/ethnic group in 
the U.S. and in postsecondary education (NCES, 2018). Locke’s (2021) study centered on Latinx 
doctoral students in counseling education. The findings of the study aligned with the literature 
(Blockett, 2016; Gardner, 2008; Johnson & Scott, 2020) in that Latinxs described feelings of 
isolation and marginalization. Locke (2021) equated the experiences of Latinx doctoral students 
to a “dance.” The “dance” described the complicated engagement participants felt when 
navigating the conflicting identities within the professional identity development process at 
predominantly white institutions (PWIs). Due to navigating this conflicting identity “dance”, 
participants felt a love-hate relationship with doctoral education.  
 Interestingly, the Latinx doctoral students in Locke’s study redefined the professional 
identity development process. This redefinition provided the students an opportunity to connect  
to root their professional identity with their ethnicity. Through the process of disrupting the 
“norm” within doctoral education, the participants sought to create counterstories to their 
experiences. For example, when the participants’ advisors caused them to be doubtful, they 
resisted. Through the resistance, Latinx doctoral students created a narrative full of pride, 
resistance, and perseverance (Locke, 2021).  
 Based on her study, Gardner (2008) found variations of the socialization experience 
related to gender and race. The participants in the study included fourteen males and twenty-six 
females. Thirty-six of the participants identified as Caucasian, with three doctoral students 
identifying as Asian American and one identifying as African American. Not every female 
participant expressed concern about her experience; however, comments were shared about the 
sexism that permeated academia. The women in the study noted impacts on their health as a 
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result of their experiences in academia, with several sharing they were taking anti-depressants. 
Students of color who participated in the study spoke to the issues of integration and a lack of 
overall satisfaction with their experiences in academia. Similarly, participants over the age of 30 
remarked about the difference age makes in a program, as these participants experienced age 
discrimination within their programs. Finally, Gardner (2008) highlighted the experiences of 
students with children which were impacted by time and priorities within the family. 
Implications from the study indicated a need for a administrators and faculty to be cognizant of 
policies regarding recruiting and retaining underrepresented students. In addition, Gardner called 
for administrators and faculty to recognize that the “norm” is no longer the norm in doctoral 
education.  
The Academic Discipline of Education 
Golde (2006) proposed the purpose of doctoral education focused on educating and 
preparing “those to whom we can entrust the vigor, quality, and integrity of the field” (p. 5). 
D’Andrea (2002) claimed, in theory, doctoral programs remained responsible for the thinking 
and research of Ph.D.s that undergird the philosophies and theories in education. These 
philosophies and theories, in turn, served as the foundation for policies and structures in Ph.D. 
education. In practice, Ph.D.s served as the primary educators of K-12 teachers and 
administrators (D’Andrea, 2002) . The study on faculty perceptions of doctoral students in 
colleges of education included 1,075 participants and included deans, administrators, and 
professors of education programs who advised doctoral students. Each participant completed a 
questionnaire focused on four variables relevant to doctoral completion – academic 
competencies, personal characteristics, life situations, and chairperson requirements.  
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Findings indicated faculty viewed doctoral students in a negative manner and highlighted 
personal obstacles (personal relationships and career obligations) as a point of frustration in 
working with doctoral students. In the area of academic competencies, study participants 
indicated as researchers, doctoral students were inadequately prepared for research and 
scholarship. Participants noted personal characteristics such as procrastination, dependency, and 
unrealistic thinking as barriers to doctoral program completion. Doctoral students in education 
were often professionals with full-time jobs, had families, and attended graduate school part-
time. These roles outside of academia added to the negative characteristics highlighted by the 
study participants. D’Andrea (2002) suggested that the faculty needed to trade in the idea that 
doctoral students needed to prove themselves as doctoral material. Instead, the need for faculty to 
believe doctoral students are doctoral material emerged from the study findings. “It is a reality 
that today’s graduate students have a lot of things going on in their life and that their degree may 
be only one of several active pursuits” (p. 54).  D’Andrea (2002) challenged colleges of 
education to adopt policies focused on the individual student, which, in turn, would foster 
individual success.  
Richardson (2006) and Berliner (2006) utilized the data collected through the Carnegie 
Initiative of the Doctorate (CID), a five-year study of eighty-four institutions committed to 
improving the doctoral student experience. The study included education as one of the six 
disciplines within the CID. From the CID, Richardson (2006) highlighted the need for doctoral 
students in the field of education to gain formal and practical knowledge in their doctoral 
program. The notion that the Ph.D. in Education provided opportunities for emerging scholars to 
engage in practical learning, research, epistemic theory, and analysis remained at the center of 
the data collected in the CID. Richardson indicated doctoral students entered into doctoral 
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programs in education with strong personal beliefs based on the nature of their schooling or 
teaching experiences. However, as doctoral students experienced the mismatch between practical 
and formal knowledge, doctoral students expressed ambivalence toward the purpose and use of 
research. They indicated a need for increased practical teaching instruction.  
Within the discipline of education, Berliner (2006) recognized the field as broad and 
multidisciplinary. For example, practice-oriented educators included those in educational 
administration and leadership, curriculum and instruction, and education policy. Research-
oriented educators studied educational psychology and social/philosophical foundations of 
education. Berliner highlighted doctoral students in education came into the program often in the 
middle of their career and noted minimal data available on career paths following degree 
completion for education doctoral students. From the CID, doctoral students in education 
indicated the research would not be at the center of their professional identity; instead, students 
indicated the hope for an increase in salary or responsibility in their current role. The findings 
indicated doctoral students lack interest in research, although research is the focal point of the 
doctorate. The findings from the CID indicated a departure from the traditional reasons to obtain 
a doctorate degree (a role as faculty in academia). The CID findings aligned with notions of 
human capital theory and the need for additional training and education to obtain credentials for 
furthering a career path or increasing salary.  
An individual with a Ph.D. in education is first and foremost a scholar (Golde, 2006). The 
scholar included someone who generated new knowledge, critically examined research ideas, 
and transformed ideas into writing, teaching, and application. One of the greatest challenges for 
education Ph.D. programs centered on developing students into effective researchers (Schulman 
et al., 2006). The solution to this challenge included a call for changes in the education doctorate 
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due to the perception that doctorates in education lack rigor and substance. One change included 
changing the format of courses from intensive evening or weekend formats, which limited 
socialization. Shulman et al. claimed doctoral education programs needed to create communities 
of inquiry or practice to allow for alignment of practice and scholarship. Utilizing the CID data 
for their article, Schulman et al. claimed the most significant challenge in the education doctorate 
included developing effective researchers. One action to address the challenge centered on the 
creation of a new type of Ph.D. in education – the Professional Practice Doctorate (PPD). 
Schulman et al. believed the PPD would prepare students as leading practitioners in education. 
“If we can bring the educational doctorates for practice and scholarship in better alignment with 
their professional and discipline, we will make a powerful contribution to American education” 
(Schulman et al., 2006, p. 30).  
Spaulding and Rockinson-Szapkiw’s (2012) phenomenological inquiry explored 
persistence factors associated with the successful completion of an education doctoral degree. 
Statistics presented by Nettles and Millet (2006) indicated doctoral students in education ranked 
the lowest in student publications and presentations. Spaulding and Rockinson-Szapkiw 
attributed the nature and responsibility of education doctoral students (such as working full-time) 
to the statistics presented by Nettles and Millet. Spaulding and Rockinson-Szapkiw utilized a 
resilience framework to explore the persistence of doctoral students in education.   
From the data collected, Spaulding and Rockinson-Szapkiw (2012) determined three 
significant themes – textural descriptions (what the participants experienced), structural 
descriptions (how the participants persisted), and composite descriptions (the essence of the 
phenomenon). Implications and suggestions for supporting students through the doctoral journey 
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emerged from the study. One suggestion indicated doctoral students should find ways to become 
socially and academically integrated into their program.  
Mansfield et al. (2010) explored the constructs of educational leadership preparation for 
female graduate students. The study focused on the challenges and opportunities faced by female 
graduate students in educational leadership departments. Data collected through a questionnaire 
and a collaborative focus group informed the researchers of the experiences of female doctoral 
students. Mansfield et al. utilized feminist theory to explore mentoring relationships which 
provided additional capital for female graduate students.  
The findings in the study conducted by Mansfield et al. (2010) provided important 
implications to challenge the hegemony of educational leadership programs. Data analysis 
revealed significant findings in five areas such as organizational culture, personal and familial 
sacrifice, struggles with identity, experiences with mentoring, and questioning self. Study 
participants noted access to professional networks and stable funding as challenges to navigating 
organizational culture. Several participants were parents or caregivers for aging parents. The 
challenges of balancing time with familial obligations added to the stress the participants felt 
while pursuing doctoral education. Mansfield et al. found multiple identities such as race, 
ethnicity, age, and class in addition to gender and marital/family status contributed to the 
complexities to participants’ experiences in doctoral education. The study participants 
highlighted the importance of strong mentoring relationships to help navigate the complexity of 
graduate education.  
Mansfield et al. (2010) emphasized the notion that gender mattered to the study 
participants, particularly in a male-centric culture. In addition, the female doctoral students 
reported gender was not the single identity influencing their doctoral studies. From the study, 
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several implications provided insight to improve experiences in educational leadership 
departments. One implication noted the importance of faculty members taking a deep interest in 
the experiences of their students, particularly focusing discussions around identity and 
difference. A second implication centered on educational leadership departments increasing 
opportunities for networking by collaborating with professional organizations to maximize 
resources.  
Research studies discussed the tensions and challenges doctoral students face when 
integrating into academia, citing incomplete understandings of academic life, mixed messages 
about faculty roles, and misaligned personal values with values of academia (Austin, 2002; 
Bieber & Worley, 2006; McAlpine & Amundsen, 2007). Particularly within education, 
McAlpine et al. (2009) explored the experiences of doctoral students formal and informal 
learning in education. Within the context of preparing doctoral students for the faculty role, study 
participants noted a combination of formal, semi-formal, and informal activities helped to 
prepare students for the faculty role. Activities such as submitting a dissertation, completing 
coursework, teaching a class, serving on a departmental committee, and engaging in peer 
conversations assisted with understanding the faculty role.  
McAlpine et al. (2009) discussed the difficulties related to doctoral student experiences, 
highlighting time as the most important difficulty. The time difficulty related to the juggling of 
various responsibilities in and outside of academia. Requirements for the doctorate (research, 
dissertation, proposal) tended to take more time than doctoral students anticipated. In addition to 
managing doctoral work, students highlighted commitments outside of academia as impacting 
their time, particularly responsibilities due to work, family, etc. The findings proved significant 
as the researchers noted such restrictions with time “may not be particularly foregrounded in the 
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awareness of those supporting doctoral students or monitoring their progress” (McAlpine et al., 
2009, p. 107).  
A case study of African Americans alumni at a predominantly white institution (PWI) 
centered education as the discipline of focus. Felder et al. (2014) explored the student 
perceptions to identify race dynamics during doctoral study in education. A significant finding of 
the study highlighted the bias of the Ed.D. and Ph.D. programs related to the participants’ race. 
Participants noted an underlying negative factor of their experience - African American doctoral 
students were persuaded toward the Ed.D. rather than the Ph.D. program. Participants discussed 
how they felt the institution and department assumed the student’s intellectual capacity and their 
effectiveness in the intellectual community based on their race. While there was no evidence of 
an advisement structure or policy in place that indicates this practice, Felder et al. (2014) noted 
the faulty and administrative leaders of doctoral programs may want to review their strategies 
and policies negatively affecting marginalized students.  
Reflecting on Doctoral Student Learning 
 The purpose of this qualitative study focused on examining the experiences of doctoral 
students in education in the United States. Doctoral education prepared students to enter a faculty 
role in academia. However, I am left with many questions about this notion. Based on the 
literature reviewed, there are many ways doctoral students engaged in learning about doctoral 
education and the faculty role. Socialization, formation, and professionalization proved to be 
three avenues doctoral students learned about the faculty role. Within these processes, Ph.D. 
students learned about the doctoral student role, the formal and informal learning in academia, 
and how to navigate their experiences in doctoral education.  
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 I was left reflecting on several questions. How do doctoral students learn about the 
doctoral student role? Who tells doctoral students how to take advantage of opportunities, talk 
with faculty about joining a committee, or selecting a dissertation topic? Should Ph.D. students 
already know how to address these aspects of doctoral education? In my review of the literature, 
I did not find literature focused on teaching individuals how to be doctoral students. Does this 
mean the learning of the doctoral student role is part of the hidden curriculum? If so, how do 
doctoral students learn to navigate this role?  
Gold and Dore (2001) recommended doctoral students take responsibility for their 
education by advocating for their specific needs, while faculty needed to discuss their role in 
academia explicitly. As I think back to my early years in my doctoral program, I am not sure I 
would have felt comfortable advocating for my needs with my department. I feared the judgment 
of not pursuing a faculty role. While I had started my program with this intention, after a couple 
of semesters experiencing doctoral education, I was not sure this was the career trajectory for 
me. I did not want to be focused on producing research/articles/conference presentations to 
validate my identity as a scholar. Although I love the research and writing process, I wanted to 
maintain a connection to students. I have seen how the focus on performativity and production 
have negatively impacted relationships between doctoral students and faculty advisors/mentors. 
In addition, I am not sure faculty understand my professional role in higher education. It has felt 
that roles that are student-facing or in the student affairs division are perceived as less than the 
faculty role. Sometimes the institutional message aligns with that sentiment. I trouble this notion 
of the doctoral student advocating for themselves if faculty may not support or understand the 
students’ needs and goals. 
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Throughout the literature review, I was left wondering – where are the conversations that 
bridge learning about the doctoral student role and supporting the doctoral student? Where was 
the literature that focused on supporting the lives of doctoral students outside of academia? How 
do Ph.D. students receive this support? The research did not seem to be focused on bridging the 
doctoral student role and the identities of Ph.D. students. As Johnson and Scott (2020) indicated, 
“rarely did individuals talk about how issues that came up in their personal lives were 
acknowledged by faculty members in ways that helped them feel confident about completion” (p. 
9). The article written by Esposito et al. (2017) highlighted how a mentoring group allowed for 
discussions about the doctoral student role and the doctoral students’ identities; however, this 
practice seemed not to be the norm in doctoral education.  
The literature review framed how I approached the data collection phase of my research, 
in terms of providing context for doctoral student learning. I often thought back to the studies 
represented in this chapter, wondering how the contributors’ experiences may be different if they 
had a mentoring group at their institution. Would the experience change if the contributors had 
learned about the formal and informal learning rules within their program? For the doctoral 
students working full-time, I often referred to Berliner’s (2006) notion that many doctoral 
students in education came into their program often in the middle of their career and how there 
was minimal data about the career trajectory of these students after completion of a doctorate. 
Many of these thoughts were included in my personal journaling process throughout the 
dissertation process and were incorporated into the recommendations in chapter six.  
Moving from the literature review to the data collection phase of the research, I was 
confident my understanding of the literature related to doctoral student learning, the hidden 
curriculum, and navigating the doctoral student role. While I understood the literature presented, 
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I entered into the data collection phase with few assumptions that the contributors’ experiences 
would completely align with the literature. Doctoral students’ experiences vary by institution, 
program, and interactions within and outside of academia. While I assumed there may be some 
similarities in experiences, I realized the COVID-19 pandemic may provide a different 
viewpoint, especially with an increase in online learning.  
Conclusion 
The research studies presented throughout this chapter reflect literature that is relevant to 
the findings of this research study. A vast amount of literature related to doctoral students’ 
socialization into academia existed and centered on doctoral student learning, preparing for the 
faculty role, or a singular identity or role within doctoral education. As evidenced by the 
literature above, doctoral student introduction into and experiences within their programs, their 
institutions, and the future role in the professoriate depended on the relationships formed within 
academia. Relationships with peers in course work, supervisors/advisors, and faculty remained 
integral aspects of doctoral education and socialization. Through the professionalization process 
and the formation process, the experiences within doctoral education remained separated from 
the doctoral students’ life outside academia. These processes continued to hold the purpose of 
doctoral education, joining the professoriate, as the end goal for doctoral student education 
Based on the research of Gardner (2008), Hopwood and Paulson (2012) , Mansfield et al. 
(2010) doctoral students’ experiences highlighted the complexity of identities, responsibilities, 
challenges and opportunities. However, most of the studies represented in the above literature 
failed to account for doctoral students’ complex and multifaceted lives outside of academia. 
Interestingly, it is within the research studies on race where the literature points to multiple 
identities of doctoral students, such as first-generation or gender. Often the pressures of meeting 
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conflicting priorities and responsibilities led to the increased potential for a doctoral student to 
step away from academia. Several research studies pointed to marginalization (Blockett, 2016), 
lack of support (Locke, 2021; Ramirez, 2011), and the “norms” of doctoral education (Gardner, 
2008) as reasons for doctoral students, particularly doctoral students of color, to feel isolated 
within the socialization of doctoral education.  
Changes to the demographics of students participating in and completing an education 
doctorate occurred since the 1980s. Berliner (2006) noted the feminization of the education 
doctorate. A field typically dominated by white males, shifted in the 1980s to include more 
women and underrepresented populations. The National Center for Education Statistics (2019) 
found that the field of education experienced an increase of 103% of education doctorates 
conferred between 2000-01 and 2017-18. Increases in female students and minority students 
occurred during this timeframe; however, 25% of the doctoral students self-identified as minority  
discussed in the literature above served as a starting point for this research study. The 
students in education doctorate programs (NCES, 2019).  
Despite the changes to doctoral student demographics, the hegemony of doctoral 
education prevailed within academia. As Gardner (2008) noted, the norm is not the norm in 
higher education. Most researchers called for change within doctoral education and academia. 
The above literature indicated that while the doctoral student population has changed, the 
hegemonic practices and structures of doctoral education remain the same.  
The intersections of identity, socialization, hegemony, and doctoral education guiding 
research questions included: 1) How do Ph.D. students experience doctoral education? 2) How 
do Ph.D. students’ experiences align with their institution/college/program mission statements? 
3) How do Ph.D. students’ academic and life experiences align with the historical purpose of 
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doctoral education? Through narrative inquiry and heuristic inquiry, this study explored the 




















CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
 This chapter explores the methodological and theoretical frameworks employed for the 
research study. I begin the chapter with an introduction to the research study followed by my 
positionality statement. I then turn to the epistemological (constructivist), theoretical (capital 
theories and role identity theory), and methodological (narrative inquiry and heuristic inquiry) 
frameworks guiding and grounding the qualitative study. Next, I discuss the data collection 
process, highlighting recruitment and selection, the participants, the methods of data collection, 
and my data management process. Then, I outlined the data analysis process, specifying 
grounded theory data analysis and representation of the data, giving particular attention to the 
use of composite characters and crafting a narrative (short story). I conclude the chapter with a 
discussion of ethical considerations and limitations, followed by a chapter conclusion.   
Introduction 
 In this qualitative study, I examined the experiences of fifteen Ph.D. students in education 
programs in the United States. The literature on the academic doctoral student experiences was 
quite extensive and spanned several decades, highlighting those who completed their doctoral 
degree and those who left academia. However, insight into Ph.D. students’ lives and experiences 
outside of academia was rarely discussed in the literature.   
 The perception remained consistent in the literature – those who completed a four-year 
degree understand how to navigate higher education. Yet, the experiences of doctoral students 
suggested this to be untrue (Holley & Gardner, 2012). Challenges for Ph.D. students occurred 
throughout the doctoral journey, particularly in their personal lives. Challenges such as financial 
stress, career obligations, family expectations, personal health challenges, mental health, and a 
drastically changing world remained a central part of the Ph.D. student experience. During this 
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research study, another challenge in the form of a global pandemic (COVID-19), proved to 
impact the experiences of doctoral students. In addition to navigating the academic culture of a 
Ph.D. program, doctoral student experiences highlighted life outside the ivory tower walls.   
I underscored my qualitative research with Schwandt's (2015) definition of methodology 
- "way of acting, thinking, and speaking that occupies the middle ground between discussions of 
method and issues of philosophy in social sciences" (p. 161). As a novice researcher, I aimed to 
serve as the conduit between the doctoral student and academia to discover/rediscover the 
experiences of Ph.D. students in and outside of academia. My goal, however, was not to layer 
meaning and interpretation of the contributors’ doctoral experiences nor was it to make 
generalized claims regarding the experiences of all Ph.D. students in education programs. My 
goal centered on highlighting the Ph.D. students’ personal lives and roles served as a central 
component to the Ph.D. student experience in education in the United States.  
Researcher Positionality 
 Denzin and Lincoln (1998) claimed, as researchers, we engage in discovery and 
rediscovery. When I applied to the Ph.D. program in Educational Policy Studies, Social 
Foundations at Georgia State University, my sole purpose centered on writing a dissertation. I 
hoped to recreate the experiences and feelings I felt during my master’s research process. I had 
fond memories of reviewing literature, interviewing participants, pouring through data, and 
engaging in conversations about the socialization of undergraduate students. Engaging in the 
research process as a graduate student proved to be life changing for me. I discovered a deep 
love and appreciation for the research and writing processes. At the time, I was one of two 
students in my master’s program pursuing writing a thesis, as this was not required for my 
program. However, one difference between my experience in my master’s program and my 
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doctoral program loomed in the shadows – I balanced several identities as a doctoral student, 
particularly that of a full-time student, full-time employee, partner, and volunteer. This was 
drastically different from the identities that were most salient in my master’s program, as I was 
solely focused on my full-time student identity and graduate assistant role.  
 As I started my doctoral program, my life was in a state of flux. My partner, now my 
fiancé, was preparing to move to Illinois for a new coaching position. As a student affairs 
administrator, I transitioned from a position in University Housing at Georgia State to a position 
in the Office of Special Scholarships at Georgia Institute of Technology. I conscientiously made 
the professional change in an attempt to reduce the number of hours I worked each week. Living 
where you work, as was the case with my housing position, the norm included working 70-80 
hours per week. The professional transition prompted another transition – that of living on 
campus at work to living off campus and commuting to work. I distinctly remember one 
weekend in late September where I flew to Michigan and drove back to Atlanta with a moving 
truck full of my furniture. At the time, my mother traveled with me and most of our 
conversations centered on the courses I was taking and what I was experiencing as a first 
semester Ph.D. student.   
When I reflected on my first semester in my doctoral program, I realized it was a 
semester full of change and stress. Two months into my doctoral program, I started experiencing 
issues with the bones in my feet. Stress fractures randomly appeared – which landed me in a 
walking boot for either one or both feet. Walking was exceptionally painful and my feet would 
swell to the size of small cantaloupes every day. While friends and colleagues could see the 
outside challenge of walking in an air cast, I kept the struggle with chronic pain and swelling in 
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my feet to myself and a small group of confidants. I didn’t want my health challenges to become 
the central point of my doctoral program, my professional career, nor my identity.   
Throughout my doctoral program, I experienced several curve balls inside and outside of 
academia. In the second year of my program, I lived through the unexpected death of one of my  
Georgia Tech students. The images of meeting the students who found her and my boss at her 
apartment, seeing her unresponsive body surrounded by medical personnel, talking with the 
Dean of Students, and creating an action plan to address our community consumed me. I spent 
weeks meeting with campus partners about support measures for my students, sitting in silence 
in my office with students who just needed a quiet space, giving hugs to students and colleagues 
who needed one, eating copious amounts of donuts while talking with students through their 
grief, and walking them to our counseling services office. I felt as if I was living in an alternate 
universe. Just one week prior, our campus community had experienced another student death at 
the hands of a campus police officer. The campus community felt unstable and dark in the 
tragedies of student deaths.  
During that time, it was exceptionally difficult to focus on my classes. I went through the 
motions of attending classes and turning in assignments, yet I was not focused. Looking back at 
assignments from that semester, I am not even sure how I wrote coherent work to pass my 
classes. I went over the week leading up to her passing in my mind, replaying conversations with 
her. We spoke the afternoon before her death about an event she was helping me coordinate that 
weekend. During our coffee conversation, she was glowing - happy with starting a new 
relationship and having received her EMT certification. While I had shared that I had lost a 
student with my faculty at the time, I did not go into detail about how much my student’s death 
impacted me personally. On some level, I felt responsible for her death and disappointed in 
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myself for not doing more to prevent it. It took me some time with my therapist to unpack her 
death and the responsibility and regret I carried with me.  
My health offered up another curve ball. After months of seeing seven different doctors, I 
was diagnosed with osteoporosis, which they believed was the impetus for the stress fractures. I 
spent evenings hooked to a bone growth stimulator while I completed readings for classes. When 
the results of the stimulator retreatment failed to spur bone growth, I started daily injections of 
Forteo, a synthetic hormone to stimulate bone growth and reduce osteoporosis. Side effects such 
as pain at the injection site, dizziness, and nausea remained constant for the two years that I 
injected the medication. Combined with working full-time and taking nine credit hours per 
semester, my body felt exhausted and my temperament changed frequently. My stress fractures 
continued and eventually I underwent not one, but two reconstructive surgeries of the first-
metatarsal in my right foot. The anticipated recovery time for each surgery was at least a year. 
Recently, I learned the second surgery was not successful – the titanium rod broke and the pain 
level has intensified. I returned to wearing a walking boot and additional testing and treatments 
were added to my daily routine. I struggle to remember a time when I felt no frustration or pain.   
The events I experienced throughout my doctoral journey were not all negative. 
Throughout my program, I served as a teaching assistant for a faculty member and gained 
valuable insight into teaching and learning practices. I traveled outside of North America for the 
first time – to Croatia for work and to Greece for a study abroad course. I built close 
relationships with my peers in and outside of my program, often serving as a resource on which 
classes to take, how to approach faculty about serving on comps/prospectus/dissertation 
committees, and engaging in conversations about research interests. I transitioned to a new role 
at Georgia Tech, which allowed me to learn about academic affairs. I learned new concepts 
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related to materials science and engineering and built relationships with faculty to improve 
academic curriculum and increase faculty engagement in recruitment and retention efforts. The 
love of my life asked me to spend the rest of our lives together, and of course, I said yes. I have 
presented at conferences about my work in engineering recruitment and retention. When the 
opportunity came along to coordinate and implement a regional mentoring program, I could not 
say no. The growth I have experienced in and outside of my doctoral program, professionally 
and personally, fueled my commitment to continue to work in higher education following 
graduation.  
 My doctoral experiences, in addition to my life experiences, served as the impetus for this 
qualitative study. My desire to learn about the experiences of Ph.D. students in and outside of 
academia motivated me to conduct the research. My life and academic experiences intersected 
and influenced every space I entered, despite the literature indicating that these experiences 
occurred in silos for doctoral students. Inspired to talk with Ph.D. students across the country 
about their experiences, I aimed to examine how the socialization processes, a central component 
of doctoral education, supported (or not) the intertwined experiences of doctoral students in and 
outside of academia.   
I centered the research within two methodological frameworks – heuristic inquiry and 
narrative inquiry. My experience as a female, first-generation, full-time doctoral student and full-
time employee in higher education experiencing the field of education and academia, allowed me 
to come alongside the stories and experiences of the study participants, thus creating an 
opportunity to connect the personal to the cultural and social experiences (Ellis, 2004). Through 
the research study, I sought to provide a glimpse into the lives of Ph.D. students in education in 
the United States. The narratives shared and analyzed showcase a small representation and 
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understanding of the experiences of doctoral students and is not representative of all doctoral 
students in education programs across the country. 
Narrative Inquiry 
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) and Clandinin (2013) approached narrative inquiry as a 
puzzle. The notion of framing research as a puzzle encouraged thinking narratively and remained 
central to the research design process. I felt a robust intrinsic connection to a narrative inquiry 
methodology. The concept of the research puzzle left the interview process open – allowing the 
participants and I to connect and shift within different stories of our experiences. "We begin in 
the midst, and end in the midst, of experience" (Clandinin, 2013, p. 43). Much like puzzle pieces, 
the relationship between the participants, myself as the researcher, and our stories fit together to 
move from individual pieces to a network of puzzle pieces, creating one large picture.   
 Every person lives a storied life. Stories, built on everyday experiences, highlighted the 
construction of knowledge and understanding as experiences lead to further experiences. Hendry 
et al. (2018) stated the act of telling our stories allows us to engage in meaning-making. As a 
researcher and writer, telling the story was imperative. However, I strived to do more than tell 
the story of Ph.D. students in education. I sought to trouble the historical notions of doctoral 
education and explored how the complexity of identities remained a key piece of the Ph.D. 
student experience. I employed narrative inquiry to highlight the Ph.D. student experience as 
lived over time, resulting as a narrative phenomenon (Clandinin, 2013). The narrative 
phenomenon served as a means to capture and describe how people perceived, felt, remembered, 
made sense of, and talked about a particular phenomenon with others.  
As a methodological framework for the study, narrative inquiry provided an opportunity  
to engage in dialogue of the untold stories of Ph.D. student experiences in education programs in 
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the United States. I originally entered the research to examine the experiences of life in the 
academy. Eaton (2018) claimed narrative inquiry allows us to "examine people's relational 
experience to education" (p. 45). Through the research process, I quickly learned the life 
experiences outside of academy remained an integral aspect of doctoral student experiences.  
Narrative inquiry served as a way to study and understand experience within the larger 
narrative of doctoral education. Clandinin (2013) indicated the four critical aspects of narrative 
inquiry – living, telling, retelling, and reliving. In the context of doctoral students, the narrative 
approach maintained respect for experiences. The participants’ experiences centered on doctoral 
student experiences within and outside of the academy. Throughout the interview, participants 
reflected and relived memories of their experiences during their doctoral journey. Because life 
outside of the academy emerged as vital to the Ph.D. student experiences, the participants and I 
acknowledged how social, cultural, and institutional narratives shaped our experiences.  
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) indicated thinking narratively is imperative throughout 
the inquiry. Narrative thinking occurred when narrative inquiry enters into the intellectual 
territory of another way of thinking. The three, simultaneously focused commonplaces 
(temporality, sociality, and place) remained vital in examining individual experiences and the 
grand narrative. Much like puzzle pieces, the relationship between the participants and the 
researcher and their stories fit together to move from individual pieces to a network of puzzle 
pieces, creating one large picture.   
Temporality commonplace attended to the individual's past, present, and future. Personal 
feelings, hopes, and desires shared through more in-depth conversations of inquiry highlight 
temporality. The sociality commonplace (cultural, familial, social, institutional, etc.) provided an 
opportunity for participants to reflect on the emotional and social conditions of their experiences, 
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including how events unfold. Place (experiences and events) took place someplace. The third 
commonplace allowed participants to examine the interconnections between place and 
experience (Clandinin, 2013). Throughout the inquiry, working alongside participants through 
conversations and reflection about physical and geographic spaces provided context for the 
narrative, as not all participants attended the same institution/lived in the same place.  
Narrative inquiry, as a methodological framework for doctoral students, opened space for 
untold stories of experiences outside of academia. The experiences highlighted health concerns, 
family obligations, and changes connected to how participants experienced life in their doctoral 
education. Eaton (2018) claimed narrative opened imaginative space where stories "would 
complicate our understanding of educational experience along the lines of identity and 
community perspectives and the result would be more democratic, equitable, and justice-minded 
educational practices" (p. 45). Throughout the study, participants shared personal life stories 
which added to the narrative of their Ph.D. student experiences in education programs, showing 
how Ph.D. experiences happened within and outside of academia.  
Heuristic Inquiry 
 Heuristic inquiry, which incorporated self-processes and self-discoveries into the 
research, served as the impetus for my research. Moustakas (1990) claimed the heuristic process 
is one of intense interest in the phenomena; in other words, a direct, personal encounter with the 
phenomenon being investigated remained imperative. My encounters with life and academia as a 
doctoral student underscored my intense interest in the research focus. Patton (2002) indicated 




I regularly reflected on how my experiences and identities pushed and challenged me 
throughout my doctoral process. My identities as a white, female, and full-time educator in 
higher education collided with my doctoral student identity. How did these identities inform or 
challenge who I am as a scholar? This question left me wondering how other doctoral students 
experience academia and whether those experiences aligned with the historical goal of doctorate 
education – becoming a faculty member. Moustakas (1990) identified self-dialogue as the critical 
beginning for heuristic inquiry. "The recognition that if one is going to be able to discover the 
constituents and qualities that make up an experience, one must begin with oneself" (p. 16). 
I often wondered whether doctoral students experienced the same successes and 
challenges as I experienced during my journey. How did doctoral students prepare for life after 
doctoral completion? Did doctoral students experience the same career-crisis I am experiencing 
while writing the dissertation? How did the experiences of doctoral students align with the 
mission of doctoral programs and institutions? The literature presented minimal research and 
exploration of the experiences of doctoral students outside of the ivory tower. This particular 
limitation in the literature served as my piece of the research puzzle.  
 Tacit knowledge remained at the heart of heuristic inquiry. Polanyi (1983) described 
tactic knowledge as knowledge that cannot be put into words. Within heuristic inquiry, several 
concepts guided the investigation. Intuition, an aspect of tacit knowledge, guided me in the 
process of asking questions about the phenomena. Indwelling allowed me to turn inward to seek 
a more profound understanding or meaning of an experience. Focusing, another aspect of 
heuristic inquiry, encouraged me to clear the mind to tap into intellectual thought. These 
concepts underscored my approach to the data collection process, particularly interviews and the 
photo elicitation/reflection.  
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The heuristic approach functioned as a means to build trust and a connection with each 
participant. When asked by participants about my doctoral student experiences, I leaned on 
intuition, indwelling, and focus to be open and honest about my experiences as they related to the 
research questions. For example, there were moments during each interview where I felt as if the 
individual was not sharing the full story. Utilizing intuition, I would share a personal experience 
as a connection point before asking probing questions to dig a little deeper into the stories shared 
by each participant. I leaned on indwelling during my memo/reflection process to ask analytical 
questions and engage in unpacking my emotional and intellectual thought process throughout the 
data collection phase. There were many times where I shifted my attention away from the 
dissertation to clear my mind, particularly between interviews. I scheduled interviews with at last 
24 hours between each one in order to clear my mind and focus in the moment during each 
interview.  
The heuristic approached served as a means for personal reflection and monitoring my 
responses to the stories shared by the participants. I realized early on in life that my emotions 
drive my decisions and world view, and it was particularly important for me to address my 
emotional responses during each interview. Within interviews, the participant and I laughed, 
cried, shared frustrations and successes, and brainstormed ideas of future collaborations. 
Following most interviews, I was exhausted – mentally from navigating the virtual interview 
process (asking questions, taking notes, and asking probing questions) and emotionally from 
working through the various emotions that came up during particular stories shared by the 
participant. The concepts of indwelling and focusing, particularly played a key role in how I 




Research Questions  
The following questions guided the research: 1) How do Ph.D. students experience 
doctoral education?  2) How do Ph.D. students’ experiences align with their institution/program 
mission? 3) How do Ph.D. students’ academic and life experiences align with the historical 
expectations of doctoral education? 
Participant Recruitment and Selection  
The study centered on doctoral students currently in a Ph.D. education program or have 
completed a Ph.D. education degree program within the past three to five years. The approval of 
the Institutional Research Board (IRB) initiated the recruitment and selection process. Due to the 
global pandemic (COVID-19) and non-geographically bound participants, I utilized social media 
(Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, and organization listservs) to recruit participants to the study. I 
utilized criterion sampling to select participants. Participants engaged in a 90-120 minute semi-
structured interview followed by a photo essay activity. Participants reviewed the transcript of 
the interview to allow for additional stories to be added or for particular stories to be clarified or 
expanded.  
The criteria for participation included the following:   
1) Doctoral students must be currently enrollment in a Ph.D. education program 
or recently graduated (within three to five years) from a Ph.D. education 
program. 
2) The Ph.D. experience occurred in the United States.  
3) The education program aligned with the following: educational policy, 
foundations, K-12 education, teaching and curriculum, education 
administration, education leadership, and higher education.  
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Recruitment occurred in two rounds of posting on social media platforms and emailing 
listservs. (See Table 1 for steps of the recruitment and participation process). Individuals 
interested in the study completed a Qualtrics form to indicate interest, share demographic 
information, and consent to be contacted as a potential participant.  
Table 1. Recruitment & Participant Communication Process 
Step 1: Appendix A The first step of the recruitment process was to post the Recruitment 
Announcement via social media platforms (LinkedIn, Twitter, Facebook 
Groups).  
Step 2: Appendix B Interested individuals completed the Qualtrics form to indicate 
demographic information and confirm interest in the study.  
Step 3: Appendix C The third step of the recruitment process focused on sending individuals 
who matched the criterion an email with the Consent Form (Appendix D) 
attached.  
Step 4: Appendix E Once individuals returned the signed Consent Form, I emailed the 
individuals to schedule an interview via Zoom. One day prior to the 
meeting, I sent a reminder email along with the Zoom link. Participants did 
not receive a copy of the Interview Protocol (Appendix F) prior to the 
interview.  
Step 5: Appendix G Two-three weeks following the interview, participants received a copy of 
the interview transcript to review and the instructions for the 
photos/reflection activity (Appendix G). Participants were given two-three 
weeks to review the transcription, provide updates/changes to the 
transcription, and complete the photo/reflection activity.  
 
The first round of recruitment yielded  Ph.D. 17 responses (See Table 2). Four 
individuals did not meet the criterion of the study. Three individuals studied outside of the 
United States. One individual indicated participating in an Ed.D. program. Two individuals 
decided not to participate in the study due to their doctoral process and time constraints. The 
individuals who did not participate in the study are listed as a pseudonym name followed by NP 
(for no participation). Eleven individuals agreed to participate in the study and interviews were 
scheduled. Ten of the eleven completed the participation requirements. One individual 
participated in the interview and despite four follow up emails, failed to reply to my request to 




Table 2. Participant Recruitment Round One  
 
Following the first round of recruitment, I reviewed the NSF 2019 doctoral student 
demographic data to determine whether my participant demographics aligned with the 
Participant Program Demographics Geographic 
Location 
Jake Higher Education, Ph.D. White, Male, Employed – full-time, Full-time 




Curriculum & Instruction, Ed.D. White, Continuing-Generation (parent/s did 
complete college degree), Female, Employed - 
part-time, Full-time Student, Teaching Assistant 
West 
 
LucyNP Educational Leadership, Policy, & 
Human Development, Ph.D.  




Jacob Higher Education, Ph.D.  Asian, White, First-Generation (parent/s did not 
complete college degree), Male, Full-time 
Student, Research Assistant 
Midwest 
LauraNP Education & Human Development, 
Ph.D.  
Black/African American, First-Generation 
(parent/s did not complete college degree), 
Female, Employed - part-time, Full-time 
Student, Teaching Assistant, Research Assistant 
West 
ColeNP Higher Education and Student 
Affairs, Ph.D.  
White, Male, Employed - part-time, Full-time 
Student, Graduate Assistant 
Midwest 
Diana Higher Education and 
Organizational Leadership, Ph.D.  
Latinx, White, Continuing-Generation (parent/s 
did complete college degree), Female, 
Employed - part-time, Part-time Student 
West 
Enrique Higher Education, Ph.D.  Latinx, First-Generation (parent/s did not 
complete college degree, Male, Employed - 
part-time, Full-time Student, Graduate Assistant 
West 
SylvesterNP Higher Education, Ph.D. – double 
Ph.D. 
Black/African American, Continuing-
Generation (parent/s did complete college 
degree), Male, International Student 
International 
(Ghana)   
Heather Leadership in Higher Education, 
Ph.D. 
White, Female, Employed - full-time, Full-time 
Student, First-Generation (parent/s did not 
complete college degree) 
West 
Christine Curriculum & Instruction, Ph.D. White, First-Generation (parent/s did not 
complete college degree), Female, Full-time 
Student, Research Assistant, Graduate Assistant 
Midwest 




EvaNP Occupational Therapy, Ph.D.  White, First-Generation (parent/s did not 
complete college degree),  Female, Employed - 
full-time, Full-time Student 
West 
Mina Higher Education, Ph.D. Black/African American, Latinx, Pacific 
Islander, First-Generation (parent/s did not 
complete college degree), Female, Employed - 
full-time, Full-time Student 
West 
Lisa Education Sciences, Ph.D. White, First-Generation (parent/s did not 
complete college degree), Female, Full-time 
Student, Graduate Assistant 
Midwest 
Ellen Higher Education, Ph.D.  White, First-Generation (parent/s did not 
complete college degree), Female, Employed - 
full-time, Part-time Student 
West 
Naomi Education Policy Studies, Ph.D. White, Female, Full-time Student, Employed-




demographics of national data of doctorate awarded education degrees. My goal in making this 
comparison (See Table 3) centered on ensuring my participant demographics aligned or closely 
aligned with the national data. The NSF data, collected each year, provided insight into 
demographics of doctoral candidates. The participant data included in the comparison included 
only those who participated in the study from the first round of recruitment.  
Table 3: NSF Data 2019 & Round 1 Participant Demographic Comparison 
 
NSF Data – Completed Education  
Doctoral Student Demographics 
Ivory Tower Study Participant Demographics – 
Round 1  (10 Participants) 
Gender 
       Male – 31% 
       Female – 69% 
Gender 
       Male – 27%  
       Female – 63% 
       Queer – 10%  
Race 
     African American/Black – 16% 
     American Indian - >1% 
     Asian - >1% 
     Hispanic/Latinx - >1% 
     More than 1 race - >1% 
     White – 64.5% 
Race 
     African American/Black – 0% 
     American Indian – 0% 
     Asian – 0% 
     Hispanic/Latinx – 18% 
     More than 1 race – 18% 
     White – 64% 
Program 
     Education and Leadership – 12% 
     Higher Education - >1% 
     Curriculum & Instruction - >1% 
     Teacher Education - >1% 
     Teaching Fields - >1% 
     Education Policy Analysis – 6% 
Program 
     Education and Leadership – 10% 
     Higher Education – 64% 
     Curriculum & Instruction – 10% 
     Teacher Education – 0% 
     Teaching Fields – 0% 
     Education Policy Studies – 10% 
Parent Education Attainment 
      High School or Less or Some College – 29.6% 
      Bachelors/Master’s Degree – 48.6% 
     Ph.D. or Ed.D. -  21.4% 
Parent Education Attainment 
     High School or Some College – 82%  
     Bachelors/Master’s Degree – 18% 
     Ph.D. or Ed.D. -  0% 
 
After a review of the NSF 2019 doctoral student demographics, I implemented a second 
round of recruitment to diversify participant demographics, particularly focusing on race. While 
the study did not specifically focus on race/ethnicity as a key factor in Ph.D. student experiences, 
I wanted to ensure that I was incorporating as many voices, identities, and roles as possible in my 
study. The second round of recruitment efforts yielded eight Ph.D. students (See Table 4). One 
individual did not meet the criterion, as she was an international student. Seven of the eight 
individuals agreed to participate in the study; however, two individuals decided not to continue 
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with the process due to time constraints with their doctoral process (designated as no 
participation). After the second round of recruitment, I again compared the student demographics 
of my study to that of the 2019 NSF national data of earned doctorates in education (See Table 5 
for comparison).  
Table 4. Participant Recruitment – Round Two  
 
By the completion of data collection, fifteen individuals had fully participated in the 
study. Two participants had completed their Ph.D. program within a year of the interview. 
Another participant had defended her dissertation 3 days prior to our interview. The remaining 
participants ranged in degree progress from the first year to the dissertation phase. The Ph.D. 
students that consented to participate in the study represented a variety of education programs, 
Participant Program Demographics Georgraphic 
Location 
Molly  Education Policy Studies, Ph.D. White, Continuing-Generation (parent/s did 
complete college degree), Female, Full-time 
Student, Teaching Assistant, Graduate 
Assistant 
South  
Marie Higher Education, Ph.D. Hispanic, White, Female, Employed - full-
time; Completed Ph.D.  
South 
 
JoslynNP Social Foundations in Education, 
Ph.D.   
White, First-Generation (parent/s did not 
complete college degree), Female, Employed 
- full-time, Full-time Student 
West 
 
Denise Education, Ph.D.   Black/African American, Female, 
Continuing-Generation (parent/s did 
complete college degree), Full-time Student, 
Graduate Research Assistant 
Midwest 




Justin Education Policy Studies, Ph.D.  Black/African American, First-Generation 
(parent/s did not complete college degree), 
Nonbinary, Employed - full-time, Full-time 
Student 
South 
SimoneNP Teaching and Learning, Ph.D. Black/African American, First-Generation 
(parent/s did not complete college degree, 
Female, Employed - part-time, Full-time 
Student, Teaching Assistant, Research 
Assistant, Graduate Assistant 
South 
Valerie Teaching and Learning, Ph.D.  Black/African American; Continuing-
Generation (parent/s did complete college 
degree), Full-time Student, Graduate 





including education policy studies, teaching and curriculum, higher education, and education 
leadership. One participant attended an institution in the Northeast, five participants were at 
institutions in the Midwest, five were at institutions in the South, and four were at institutions in 
the West. Eleven participants used she/her pronouns, two used he/him pronouns, and two used 
they/them pronouns.  
Table 5. Comparison of 2019 NSF Data to Ivory Tower Study Demographics  
 
NSF Data – Completed Education  
Doctoral Student Demographics 
Ivory Tower Study Participant Demographics – 
Round 1 & 2 (15 Participants) 
Gender 
       Male – 31% 
       Female – 69% 
Gender 
       Male – 13% (2) 
       Female – 73% (11) 
       Queer – 13% (2) 
Race 
     African American/Black – 16% 
     American Indian - >1% 
     Asian - >1% 
     Hispanic/Latinx - >1% 
     More than 1 race - >1% 
     White – 64.5% 
Race 
     African American/Black – 20% (3) 
     American Indian – 0% 
     Asian – 0% 
     Hispanic/Latinx – 13% (2) 
     More than 1 race – 20% (3) 
     White – 46% (7) 
Program 
     Education and Leadership – 12% 
     Higher Education - >1% 
     Curriculum & Instruction - >1% 
     Teacher Education - >1% 
     Teaching Fields - >1% 
     Education Policy Analysis – 6% 
Program 
     Education and Leadership – 6% (1) 
     Higher Education – 53% (8) 
     Curriculum & Instruction – 13% (2) 
     Teacher Education – 6% (1)  
     Teaching Fields – 0% 
     Education Policy Studies – 20% (3) 
Parent Education Attainment 
      High School or Less or Some College – 29.6% 
      Bachelors/Master’s Degree – 48.6% 
     Ph.D. or Ed.D. -  21.4% 
Parent Education Attainment  
     High School or Some College – 60% (9) 
     Bachelors/Master’s Degree – 27% (4) 
     Ph.D. or Ed.D. -  13% (2) 
 
It is important to note that the participants were not representative of all Ph.D. students in 
education in the United States, particularly related to race/ethnicity. Despite my attempts to 
recruit a diverse pool of participants, Ph.D. students who participated in the study were not 
representative of all races/ethnicities within the United States. This may have occurred for a few 
reasons. It is possible that the Ph.D. students participating in the study felt comfortable sharing 
their personal doctoral experiences or they felt they wanted to share their specific experiences. 
Second, individuals in the study may have not had a clear understanding of the study based on 
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the short description within the social media posts. As a white researcher and graduate student, I 
remained fully aware of the many commitments of doctoral students, the climate of the country 
(particularly related to race relations, police brutality, and mistrust of white individuals), and the 
COVID-19 pandemic which potentially served as motivating factors not to participate in the 
study. Participating in a study led by a white, female researcher might have caused feelings of 
caution, fear, or judgment in sharing experiences within doctoral education. I felt appreciation 
and gratitude for each individual who shared their deeply personal stories, while understanding 
the reasons for those who decided not to engage in the study.    
Following completion of the survey, I reached out via email to each participant with an 
outline of the study, time commitment, and consent form. After receiving the consent form from 
the individual, I scheduled a videoconference interview, via the Zoom platform, with the 
participant. The Zoom (videoconferencing) platform was utilized, as the participants were not 
always located in the same geographic area.  
Videoconferencing allowed me to schedule interview days and times that were 
convenient for the participant (Irani, 2018). In addition, utilizing videoconferencing allowed for 
a more relaxed environment for the participant, as each participant interviewed in a space that 
was comfortable and familiar. Moreover, videoconferencing provided an opportunity to share the 
mission statements, see facial expressions, and use recording/transcription features with the 
platform (Irani, 2018; Sedgwick & Spiers, 2009). The day before the interview, I sent a reminder 
about the interview with the Zoom link. At the end of each interview, I provided a timeline for 
receiving the transcript to review and the photo elicitation/reflection directions. Once the 
participant completed the transcript review and provided the images/reflection, participation in 
the study was considered complete. 
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Data Collection Process 
I utilized multiple methods of data collection for this qualitative study in an effort to 
triangulate the data (Flick, 2006). Triangulation allowed the use of “multiple sources [of data] to 
lead to a fuller understanding of the phenomena” being studied (Bogden & Biklen, 2003, p. 107). 
Data collection for the study consisted of three data sets per participant. I aligned specific data 
sources with each research question. In addition, I highlighted the data analysis process for each 
research question and data source pairing.  Table 6 shows the data collection and analysis 
process for each research question.  
Method 1 - Interviews 
The first method of data collection incorporated participant interviews. Specifically, I 
utilized oral history interviews, which aligned with Clandinin & Connelly’s (2000) description of 
interview formats used in narrative inquiry. Oral history interviews remained autobiographical 
and contained stories of the Ph.D. students’ experience in academia. Participants engaged in one 
90-120-minute, semi-structured, video-recorded interview (see Appendix F for interview 
protocol). While Clandinin and Connelly (2000) emphasized a variety of strategies for obtaining 
oral history, I utilized the semi-structured interview protocol to follow the progression of the 
Ph.D. experience for each participant.  
Roulston (2010) indicated the purpose of interviewing is to explore an individual's 
meanings, actions, and events in their world. In the spirit of exploring individual experiences, the 
interview focused on two topics of discussion. The first topic explored the doctoral student 
experience from finding a doctoral program through the participant’s current time in the 
program. The second topic explored the participant’s identity and how aspects of identity 
connected (or not) to the doctoral student experience.  Due to the participants sharing their 
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experiences within and outside of academia, as the researcher, I remembered "as interviewers, 
we might anticipate a certain kind of narrative or description from our respondents, but we can 
never be sure what will happen" (Roulston et al., 2003, p. 644). My interview experiences 
aligned with Roulston’s advice, as I was not prepared for the narratives and stories shared by 
each participant.   
Method 2 – Mission Statements (Documents) 
The second method of data collection centered on the mission statements from each 
participant’s institution, college, and doctoral program. Morphew and Hartley (2006) proposed 
mission statements served as a reflection of the institution; a symbolic artifact used to 
communicate the values of the institution. The purpose of utilizing mission statements focused 
on addressing the second research question, centering on how Ph.D. student experiences aligned 
(or not) with the purpose and intention of doctoral student education at the institutional level, the 
college level, and the education program level. The purpose of the doctorate degree historically 
centered on preparing students for a career in academia. A career in academia included research, 
teaching and service (Boyer, 1990). Meacham (2008) noted the two goals of mission statements 
included students experiencing and acquiring and education and graduates will contribute to their 
communities. The connection of the mission statements to the doctoral student experience 
loosely aligned with Meacham’s goals while highlighting the disconnect between the actions and 
experiences of Ph.D. students.  
Prior to each interview, I researched the participant’s institution on the institution 
website. I had the mission statement for the institution, graduate school, college, and program 
pulled up on the internet to show the participant during the interview. During the middle of the 
interview (See Appendix F), I shared my screen (through the Zoom platform) to allow for 
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participants to see each statement while we discussed their experiences through the lens of each 
mission statement. The conversations focused on each specific mission statement (institution. 
college, and program) and allowed for the participant to reflect on their experiences in 
connection to the statement. Participants often remarked on the visual appeal of each website, 
noting when they noticed updates to the colors, images, and fonts on the particular webpage. 
After reviewing the statements during the interview, I printed the statements and focused on 
analyzing the words/phrases. The analysis centered on connecting historical expectations of the 
doctorate – preparing scholars for academia. In addition, this analysis provided me the 
opportunity to create an institutional composite character to serve as the setting for the Ph.D. 
stories presented in chapter five (see Appendix I). 
Method 3 – Photo Essays  
The photo essay served as the third component of data collection. Anthropologists first 
employed photographic images in ethnographic study around the turn of the 20th century 
(Harper, 1987). Photographs served as a potential means to bring participants into new 
awareness of their experience or explore a new view of their social existence, particularly during 
an interview. Sampson-Cordle (2001) utilized participant-driven photo elicitation and photo 
essays in her study of rural schools and communities. In Sampson-Cordle’s study, participants 
created photos, wrote about the photos, and then discussed the photos during an interview. 
Harper (1987) noted the use of still photography represented moments unfolding in the 
participant’s life. While Harper highlighted photo essays as including ten to thirty photographs 
which tell the story, Banks (2007) highlighted a single model for a photographic essay did not 
exist. Sampson-Cordle (2001) noted the terms photo elicitation and photo essay may be used 
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interchangeably. Regardless of how the image/photo is obtained or used, the most important 
aspect centered on the relationship between the images and the text.  
I distinguished photo essays within the research, as the participants engaged in crafting a 
participant-driven photo essay following the interview to ensure rich data collection. Photo 
elicitation, included photographs selected by the researcher. I determined that participant-driven 
photo essays allowed the participants to find images that highlighted their experiences and how 
they felt at two stages of their Ph.D. education. Incorporating the photo essay into the study 
(created/obtained photos and a reflection) allowed participants to reflect and expand on their 
experiences in doctoral education. Participants received photo essay guidelines and guided 
reflection questions (as shown in Appendix G) provided via email. I encouraged participants to 
either draw or find two images to represent their experiences and viewpoints of the doctoral 
student experience. The first image centered on how the participant felt about entering the Ph.D. 
experience. The second image centered on how the participant felt at the current moment in the 
program. The participants, utilizing electronic resources, submitted the reflection and images via 
email. The reflections provided each participant with the opportunity to engage in critical self-
reflection. "Journals are a powerful way for individuals to give accounts of their experience" 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 102). The reflections and image selection/creation allowed 
participants to share additional insight and viewpoints of their doctoral student experience often 
not discussed in the interview. The photo essays, while often written in free-form, allowed each 
participant to share how they felt at the beginning of their doctoral program and how they felt at 
the current stage of their process. The photo essays enhanced the stories shared during the 
interviews and often provided more context to stories and feelings shared in the interview. 
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 The data collection process occurred throughout stages, depending on the participant. For 
example, the first participant, Jake, completed the study before I conducted the second interview. 
Throughout the study, data were collected in an iterative and cyclical process for each 
participant. While each participant followed the same data collection process (Qualtrics survey, 
interview, mission statement discussion during the interview, and photo essay), at any given 
point throughout the data collection process, I worked with 5-7 participants at a time. The 
multiple methods utilized in the study provided me an opportunity to not only engage with 
participants to learn their stories, but also provided me an opportunity to understand how the 
participant reflected on their experience.  
Table 6. Data Collection & Analysis Process  
Research 
Question 
Participants Data Sources Data 
Analysis 
 
How do Ph.D. students 
experience doctoral 
education?   
Participant – Interview 
 
Researcher – Reflections & 
Interview Notes 
Interview – semi-structured, 90-120-minute, 
video-recorded interview centered on 
introduction/expectations of the doctoral 
program; explored multiple identities of 
Ph.D. students in education programs 
Transcript, Researcher Reflection, & 










How do Ph.D. students’ 












Researcher – Reflection & 
Interviewer Field Notes 
Documents – photo/image; guided reflection 
responses; mission/vision statements, 
strategic plans 
Interview -  semi-structured, 90-120-minute, 
video-recorded interview centered 
experiences in doctoral program; four 
questions specifically focused on the mission 
statements 
Transcript, Images, Photo Essay, 












How do Ph.D. academic 
and life experiences align 
with the historical 
purpose of doctoral 
education?   





Researcher – Reflection & 
Interviewer Field Notes 
Documents – institutional/program 
requirements documents; 
mission/vision/strategic plan documents 
Interview Transcription -  semi-structured, 
90-120-minute, video-recorded interview 
centered experiences in doctoral program; 
multiple identities of Ph.D. students in 
education programs 
Transcript, Images, Photo essay, 














Analytic Approaches to Data Analysis 
Charmaz (2006) noted qualitative research projects were similar to a journey. Following 
this notion, I utilized aspects of three data analysis methods for the research study. Two of the 
methods, thematic narrative and document analysis, were used with the underpinnings of 
grounded theory. The founders of grounded theory methods worked to demonstrate 
"relationships between conceptual categories and to specify the conditions under which 
theoretical relationships emerge, change, or are maintained" (Charmaz, 2001, p. 675). 
With multiple sets of data, I wanted to engage with the data through an iterative and 
rigorous process to honor the experiences of those who participated in the study. The iterative 
process allowed me to go back to the data sets several times to ensure the specific experiences 
and viewpoints were represented in the character composites and the narrative story 
representation of the data. The multilayered approach to data analysis centered on the data 
collected – documents (mission statements, interview transcriptions, and photo essays) and 
images. Throughout the data analysis process, I reviewed the theoretical frameworks (capital 
theory and role identity theory) and worked to make connections with the participants’ stories 
and theory (See Appendix J for images). 
Thematic Narrative Analysis  
The Clandinin and Connelly (2000) and Clandinin (2013) approaches to narrative inquiry 
as a puzzle served as a secondary metaphor for my data analysis process. Throughout the journey 
of data collection and analysis, I found myself encountering pieces of the narrative puzzle and 
working to connect the pieces to produce a larger narrative. Narrative inquiry served as a way to 
examine and understand experience. Utilizing the three-dimensional space of narrative inquiry, I 
attended to the three commonplaces of narrative inquiry – temporality, sociality, and place. 
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“Data are interpreted in light of thematics developed by the investigator (influenced by prior and 
emergent theory, the concreate purpose of the investigation, the data themselves, and other 
factors)” (Reismann, 2008, p. 54).  This notion is indicative of how I utilized the commonplaces 
of narrative inquiry to analyze the data.  
I analyzed the data employing a lens aligned with Reismann’s (2008) thematic narrative 
analysis. While all narrative inquiry centered on content, thematic analysis exclusively focused 
on “what” was said, written, or presented visually (Reismann, 2008). In thematic narrative 
analysis, the primary attention included what was said through oral and written data, particularly 
interviews and written reflections. According to Mishler (1986) interviews, reconceptualized as a 
narrative occasion, generated detailed accounts rather than brief answers or statements. These 
narrative occasions, which I experienced during the interview process, provided rich data about 
the experiences of doctoral students – specific details, individuals involved, and how they felt 
about a particular experience. Throughout the thematic narrative analysis, I focused on the 
experiences shared, the participant’s emotional response, how the participants felt during the 
experience, and what they learned from the experience. Throughout the iterative thematic 
analysis process, I kept coming back to stories – specifically life stories and experiences outside 
academia which sometimes affected how doctoral students viewed interactions with faculty, 
peers, and advisors/supervisors. Leaning on the notion of tacit knowledge within the 
methodological framework of heuristic inquiry, I determined the stories and experiences of life 
outside academia as the main focus for the narrative written in chapter five.   
Document Analysis 
 Hitchcock and Hughes (1995) suggested documents are social products and should be 
examined critically, as they represent the interests and perspectives of the authors. The 
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documents collected and created in this study consisted of photo essays, images, transcriptions 
and mission statements. Each type of document added to the research puzzle, addressing 
particular thoughts and perspectives of the study participants. Saldaña (2016) proposed the 
following rhetorical statement when analyzing documents – “tell me something about the person 
who created the document”. This rhetorical statement remained part of my reflection process, 
particularly as I analyzed the photo essays and images provided by the participants.  
Based on Bowen (2009) and Prior (2003), the document analysis portion of the study 
included the three sets of data – mission statements, interview transcriptions, and photo essays. 
Prior (2003) stated, "Dismantling documents is not an easy task…because every document is 
packed tight with assumptions and concepts and ideas that reflect on the agents who produced 
the document, and its' intended recipients" (p. 48). For document analysis, I conducted a three 
phase review process prior to coding the data. The goal of the review process centered on 
digging into the data presented in the mission statements, photo essays, images, and 
transcriptions. The first step entailed a first-pass review of the document. During this review, I 
wrote memos after the initial read through, noting key words/phrases I considered significant. 
Throughout the second review, I heeded the advice that the “researcher should not simply ‘lift’ 
words and passages from available documents to be thrown into their research report” (Bowen, 
2009, p. 33). I read the documents line by line and created memos for codes and categories. The 
third review process, which centered on constructing codes and categories aligned with the 
coding processes within constructed grounded theory. According to Charmaz (2006), coding 





Data Analysis  
 I employed a comprehensive, multi-phase process of data analysis to organize the three 
sets of data collected for each participant. My data analysis process remained strictly manual. I 
decided early on in my Ph.D. program not to use computer software to code data, following a 
similar organization process that I employed for my master’s thesis research. I utilized materials 
such as paper, pencil, and sticky notes to organize the data into chunks for further analysis. 
Using focused coding and some grounded theory methods (Charmaz, 2006; Saldaña, 2016), I 
organized and categorized the data in such a way that reflected the narratives and experiences 
shared throughout the qualitative study.  
Phase 1 – In Vivo Coding & Generating Initial Codes  
Saldaña (2016) noted researchers should start coding as data is collected, not after all 
fieldwork and data collection has been completed. The first step of my data analysis process 
occurred during the interviews. During the interview, I jotted down key words and phrases that 
stuck out to me during the interview, such as “performativity”, “haphazard preparation”, or 
“credentials”. The words and phrases varied from one participant to another, as not all participant 
experiences were the same. Following each interview, I journaled and wrote memos reflecting on 
my initial thoughts and responses to the interview experience and the stories shared by each 
participant. Ezzy (2002) affirmed, “keeping a journal and regularly writing memos encourages 
readers to reflect routinely on their emerging understanding of the data” (p. 72). The journaling 
act allowed me to get my thoughts down on paper, so as to not “rely on your memory for future 
writing” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 21).  In addition to journal writing, I used voice memos to capture 
thoughts and reflections when writing was not a viable option, such as when I was driving, 
working out, or walking.  
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Early in the analysis process, I determined the use of in vivo coding would be useful to 
help preserve participants’ experiences. Saldaña (2016) noted the use of in vivo coding is 
appropriate for all qualitative studies; however, particularly appropriate for qualitative studies 
which prioritize the participant’s voice. Many of the key words and phrases I jotted down during 
the interview aligned with the use of in vivo coding (Charmaz, 2006; Saldaña, 2016). In addition 
to noting key words or phrases used by the participant, in vivo coding provided an opportunity 
for me to compare and condense widely used terms that participants assume everyone shares, 
such as “isolation”, “imposter syndrome”, “navigating the politics”, and “connections” (See 
Appendix H for coding process).  
The initial coding process, particularly the in vivo coding, allowed me to connect to 
elements of Reismann’s (2008) thematic narrative analysis. The connection between in vivo 
coding and the thematic narrative analysis allowed me to pay particular attention to what each 
participant said and the stories the shared in the interview and photo essay. Leaning on the notion 
of tacit knowledge and the codes generated though the in vivo coding, I determined the 
participant experiences that highlighted various identities along with life experiences outside of 
the academic space impacted the experiences of Ph.D. students in education.  
Phase 2 – Focused Coding 
I used Charmaz’s (2006) method of  focused coding to continue analyze the data. While 
Saldaña (2016) explained in vivo coding could be used as the sole coding method for small-scale 
studies, I wanted to make sure I did not limit my perspective of the data. Focused coding for the 
study occurred in two specific steps – transcription and incident by incident coding.  
For transcription, I utilized the Zoom transcribing feature to produce an initial 
transcription. Most often, these transcriptions missed several sentences during the interview. The 
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Zoom transcription served as a starting point; however, I knew that I could not completely trust 
the accuracy of the Zoom transcription. As outlined by Roulston (2010), researchers begin the 
process of interpreting data through re-listening and transcribing interviews. I reviewed each 
Zoom transcript and listened to the recorded interview twice to draft the final transcription. Final 
transcriptions were shared via email with participants and included opportunities for each 
participant to provide context or additional details and indicate updates to experiences shared 
during the interview. During this re-listening and transcribing process, I drafted memos of 
phrases and experiences for each participant often in the form of sticky notes (See Appendix H & 
J for images of coding process). I noted common words/phrases that emerged from interviews in 
a separate notebook, which allowed me to look at each participant’s experience as well as the 
collective participant experiences in doctoral education.   
The second step within the focused coding process centered on incident by incident 
coding. Utilizing Charmaz’s (2006) incident by incident coding method allowed me to constantly 
compare incidents (i.e. experiences) for similarities and differences. I read transcripts by 
incident, noting which year a particular story occurred in the participant’s doctoral education. I 
manually coded the data in each document, adding codes on small sticky notes in the margins of 
each document. I utilized 1”x1” sticky notes to note codes within each incident. While coding 
my data, I wrote or recorded countless memos reflective on the stories and experiences of the 
Ph.D. students. These memos served as a foundation to the analytical questions I began to ask 
myself during the coding process. The analytic questions allowed me to reflect on the emotions, 
details, and the meaning of my participants’ doctoral experiences. I asked myself why the 
participants decided not to share certain experiences with their advisors and/or faculty. How 
were the relationships with faculty and advisor change or shift due to not sharing certain 
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experiences? I wondered if the relationships changed at all, especially if the student did not share 
certain aspects of their personal life and how it may impact their academic work. How did the 
doctoral student experience shift based on life experiences – such as mental health, physical 
health, relationships, and the COVID-19 pandemic? How did these Ph.D. students manage life 
experiences, particularly when they collided with their academic experience? These questions 
helped me shift from codes and “chunks” that represented categories to themes.  
 I continued to use the focused coding method when reading the photo essays, viewing the 
images, and reviewing the institution, college, and program mission statements. However, 
instead of using incident by incident coding, I employed a line by line coding process. While 
Charmaz (2006) contended “line by line coding may seem like an arbitrary 
exercise…nevertheless it can be an enormously useful tool” (p. 50). The line by line coding 
process, while somewhat tedious, allowed me to hone in on specific details from the photo 
essays and mission statements that mis/aligned with the participant’s Ph.D. experiences. Again, I 
wrote memos and utilized sticky notes to construct codes about the written text of the photo 
essay. I reviewed each image and created memos about what was shown in the image, the 
emotions the image invoked in me as the researcher, and noted specific feelings shared by the 
participant. I continued to ask analytic questions as I drafted memos about the data. What 
story(ies) remained integral to the participant’s doctoral student experience? How do these 
experiences align (or not) with the historical context of doctoral education? What did the 
participant hope to do after the completion of their doctorate? 
The document analysis of the mission statements focused on aligning doctoral student 
experiences with the institution, college, and program mission statements. I paid specific 
attention to words that support knowledge/research, preparation, service, and diversity/inclusion. 
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While I utilized Reismann’s (2008) thematic coding of key words and phrases of the mission 
statements (see Appendix I), I brought in the participants viewpoints shared during the interview 
to analyze specific words or phrases within the statements. The dialogue allowed for us to dig 
into what the participant experienced in their doctoral programs and their institutions. The 
analysis process centered on the mission statements assisted me in constructing the composite 
characters of the institution, college, departments, and programs. The institution composite 
character served as the space where the composite characters experienced doctoral education.  
 By incorporating the focused coding method into my data analysis process, I began to 
recognize which participant experiences aligned with the three commonplaces (temporality, 
sociality, and place) as described by Clandinin and Connelly (2000). The photo essays, images, 
and mission statements added another dimensional layer to the three commonplaces, providing 
clarification and insight into how each participant engaged in the institutional place.  
Bringing it Together – Connections to Grounded Theory  
Grounded theorists started with data from observations, interactions, and materials 
gathered throughout the study (Charmaz, 2006). Aspects of constructed grounded theory were 
central to my data analysis process. For instance, as I was conducting interviews, I wrote notes 
about key points, experiences, emotions, or unique phrases participants used in response to 
interview questions. Focused coding provided me an opportunity to categorize data and make 
sense of the analytical codes. While this process felt formulaic, I appreciated the opportunity to 
analyze the data from multiple viewpoints – the story told, particular experiences, mission 
statements, and photo essays.  
Throughout the data analysis process, I mapped codes to categories and eventually to 
themes. I created a diagram (See Figure 3) to showcase the codes, categories, and themes based 
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on the data collected and data analysis process. The diagram is a representation of my thought 
process when constructing themes and does not include previous handwritten iterations. The 
light yellow squares indicated categories, which are surrounded by the codes. The darker yellow 
squares at the bottom of the figure indicate the four resulting themes from the data analysis 
process – Life Happens, Notions of Human Capital, More Than a Doctoral Student, and There’s 
No Playbook for That. I outlined theme descriptions and connections to the narratives in chapter 
six. The themes were used to construct aspects of the composite characters and were explored in 
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My data analysis process proved to be multi-layered and cumbersome; however, I 
enjoyed the opportunity to engage with the data. Grounded theory provided the flexibility to 
return to the data through an iterative manner. This process of data analysis was exceptionally 
rigorous and kept me close to the data. The main impetus for utilizing grounded theory centered 
on the opportunity to generate new theory or provide fresh insight on an existing theory 
(Goulding, 1998). This opportunity, explored in chapter six, allowed me to explore a new form 
of capital gained within doctoral education. In addition to the new form of capital, the 
construction of a new socialization process of doctoral students emerged as a key outcome of the 
study. The new form of capital and the new socialization theory allows for the possibility of 
shifts in pedagogical practices and hegemonic expectations of doctoral students.  
Theorizing about the data “entails the practical activity of engaging the world and of 
constructing abstract understandings about and within it” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 128). The practice 
of theorizing the experiences of doctoral students in education programs was grounded in the 
research questions. Utilizing the theoretical frameworks (capital theories and role identity 
theory), I noticed how the codes aligned with each theory (See Appendix J for theory connection 
example). For example, the stories highlighting “credentials” and “I need to move up” aligned 
with notions of human capital theory. Stories highlighting relationships, identity, disability, and 
health connected to role identity theory. An in-depth analysis of the connection between the data 
and the theoretical frameworks is presented in chapter six.  
The data analysis process proved to be iterative and intensive. While there were points 
where the data analysis felt “complete”, one challenge noted by Charmaz & Belgrave (2012) 
included defining the collective story in addition to the contributor’s story. Utilizing the 
individual and collective stories, through the representation of compositive narratives, allowed 
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for a fresh perspective on doctoral student experiences in education programs. Thornberg and 
Charmaz (2014) provided a final reminder that a constructed grounded theory is never final nor 
an exact portrayal of the phenomenon. I concurred with this notion and remained under no 
assumption the narratives and theories presented in this study were final. 
Data Representation  
The data analysis process proved to be iterative. Through the constant data collection and 
analysis process, the construction of analytic codes and categories from the data (Charmaz, 
2006) occurred. The iterative data analysis process allowed me to continuously go back to the 
data to gain an in-depth insight to the experiences of each participant. Grounded theory methods 
of data analysis included flexibility and allowed for the researcher to stay close to the gathered 
data while questioning assumptions and presuppositions related to the research study (Charmaz 
& Belgrave, 2012).  
 At some point between the 7th and 16th interview, I realized there was a shift in how I was 
approaching the research and data analysis process. As I started the data collection process, it felt 
prescriptive, formulaic, and quite honestly, dull. As I drafted memos from interviews, I noted the 
steps I followed – conduct interview, take notes, reflect on interview, transcribe interview, 
analyze interview line by line, make notes on themes. Repeat. These steps started to feel like a 
burden – remembering to do the same actions and steps for each participant felt overwhelming 
and annoying. I wanted to engage with each transcript, reflection, images, and mission 
statements on an individual level, while allowing myself space to pull back and watch as a larger 
picture emerged. I used a personal version of mapping to highlight connections within the 
experiences and identities shared in the interviews (See Appendix J for mapping).   
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I noticed a shift in how I viewed those involved in the study. That shift changed my 
language and viewpoint of those involved in the study from participant to contributor. It is 
plausible that the of shift occurred through the photo essay process, where contributors created 
(drew) or found images that highlighted their understanding, perceptions, and experiences in 
their doctoral education. Through the use of images and reflections, the participants added an 
additional layer of their voice to the data collection process through reflective writing. Perhaps 
the participants became contributors by validating my Ph.D. experiences and informing my 
meaning making process of doctoral education. After conducting interviews, reading the 
reflections and studying the images, I felt the intrinsic tension in regards to using the word 
participant. Participant felt formal and distant. This shift remained a significant moment for me 
as a researcher. After the stories shared in interviews, I felt there was less formality and distance 
with those involved, despite conducting interviews through a computer screen. As I read and re-
read transcripts, I pictured each contributor – hearing their voice, remembering the space where 
they sat, and their physical and emotional responses to the interview questions. During the 
interviews, we laughed, cried, winced, and groaned through the sharing of doctoral student 
experiences. The contributors did not have to share some of the stories they did in the semi-
structured interviews. They chose to enter into the space to share their personal experiences of 
deep loss, frustration, success, strength, and the sheer will to “push through”.  To honor the 
authentic, informal, and collegial frame of the interviews, from this point forward, I referred to 
those who participated in the study as contributors.  
Fiction-Based Research & Composite Characters 
 Arts-based research (ABR) emerged between the 1970s and 1990s and now constitutes a 
significant methodological genre (Sinner et al., 2006). Arts-based research practices provided a 
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set of methodological tools to adapt the tenets of creative arts to be used during all phases of 
social research (Leavy, 2009). Features of ABR included the presence of ambiguity, the 
elevation of empathy, and the personal signature of the researcher/writer (Barone & Eisner, 
1997).  
While collecting and analyzing data, I reflected constantly on the best way to represent 
the experiences of the participants. I decided to utilize fiction-based research and specifically, 
composite characters, to share the contributors’ stories. Leavy (2013) indicated “good stories 
resonate” (p. 33). Utilizing narrative inquiry as one methodological approach and fiction-based 
research to present the data, my goal focused on encouraging readers to think about the Ph.D. 
student experience in and outside the ivory tower differently. Considering the three primary 
goals of fiction-based research, as presented by Leavy (2013), I focused on “portraying the 
complexity of experience, promoting empathy and self-reflection, and disrupting dominant 
ideologies or stereotypes” (p. 38). The narrative, presented in chapter five, provided an 
opportunity for readers to consider the larger narrative of Ph.D. student experiences, highlighting 
that people are rarely one identity or role.  
 Leaning on fiction-based research as my method to represent the date, I employed a third-
person narration. Third-person narration provided an opportunity for me to center the 
experiences of the Ph.D. students’ stories, while “situating them in some social or cultural 
context” (Leavy, 2013, p. 45). Using third-person narration allowed me to insert commentary on 
the unfolding story, while connecting characters stories and transitioning between scenes within 
the narrative.   
In addition to employing third-person narration, I utilized composite characters to 
represent the contributors. I determined composite characters as the best way to share the 
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contributors stories. Several factors weighed into this decision, particularly the psychological 
safety, fear of retaliation, and anonymity of the contributors. For example, some participants 
remained hesitant when discussing specific interactions with the institution, faculty, or advisor. 
Amy Edmondson (1999) coined the term psychological safety, defining this as the absence of 
interpersonal fear. In addition to a potential fear of retaliation as noted by at least three 
contributors, four other contributors discussed the power dynamic between Ph.D. student, 
institution, and advisor. One particular contributor highlighted the words of her advisor “you are 
a reflection of me” as a phrase that kept coming to mind for her during our interview, causing her 
to contemplate the best way to share her specific Ph.D. experiences.    
 In thinking about psychological safety and a fear of retaliation, the anonymity of 
contributors and higher education institutions remained at the forefront of my mind as I reviewed 
the data collected. Psychological safety and anonymity were key factors in my decision to utilize 
composite characters and represent Ph.D. experiences in a short story format. A third key factor 
in my decision to employ composite characters and the short story evolved from my deep love of 
creative writing. I wanted to engage in both academic writing and creative writing in the 
dissertation process, striving to bring two of my identities (scholar and creative writer) into the 
process.  
 Through the use of composite narratives, Willis (2018) described narrative composites as 
a presentation in which “a number of interviews are combined and presented as a story from a 
single individual.” (p. 472). The composite narratives represented in the study present 
anonymous and authentic stories. The composites are stories, not fictions (Smart, 2010), meaning 
the responsibility of the research centered on listening to the lives of the people interviewed, 
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paying particularly attention to their stories and experiences. Essentially, the experiences 
remained connected to an individual (the participant) and were not created by the researcher.  
Following Willis’s (2019) utilization of composite narratives, “each description is based 
solely on interview data, and all quotations come directly from interviews” (p. 66). As the 
researcher, I used my own judgement to build composite characters from contributors’ 
perspectives, identities, and experiences in doctoral education. (See Appendix K). I then created 
a composite character for the institution which served as a point of connection for the composite 
characters to engage in dialogues presented in chapter five.  
 The composite narratives and characters served as a way to engage the imagination by 
connecting the mind with the heart (Banks & Banks, 1998). Orbach (2000) defined this 
“‘emotional truth’ as an authentic representation of feeling states rather than a strict adherence to 
narrative truth” (p. 197). In addition, I did not solely focus on identity alignment such as race, 
gender, age, etc. While these factors are significant, my aim was to represent the contributors 
based on their experiences, not their demographic identities.  
 Leaning on Willis’s (2019) methodology for composite narratives, I followed a similar 
path to represent the contributors’ stories. No participant is reflected in a single composite 
character. In fact, each composite character consists of multiple participants based on their 
stories and experiences within and outside academia. Each composite and narrative dialogue is 
based on transcripts from interviews and the reflection responses (See Appendix J & K for 
composite table). In addition, all quotations within the composite character descriptions and 
narrative dialogues came directly from the interview transcripts. The only modification to 
quotations occurred in the narrative dialogues; dialogue transitioning between scenes and 
dialogues were added in to create a smooth narrative. 
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Flirting with Truth & Lies?  
 When it comes to narratives, and, in particular, stories, various notions connecting truth, 
reality, perspective existed. For example, Denzin (1989) contended that narratives are fictional 
statements about real lived lives, to some extent. However, narrative research stories presented 
remembered events (facts) and how they were lived and experienced (facilities). Fiction merged 
from facts and facilities, as a truthful narrative that represented fact and facilities. Thus, true 
stories emerged as believed stories.  
 Bruner (1984) distinguished between a life lived, experienced, and told. For Bruner, a life 
lived is what happened, which constituted reality. Experiences included images, feelings, 
thoughts, and meanings known to the person whose life it is. A life told provided a narrative 
influenced by the audience and social context. Moen (2006) noted in real life, “inevitable gaps 
existed between reality, experience, and expression” (Moen, 2006, p. 63-64). Bruner (1984) 
indicated it was important to note the written text is a presentation of an individual in a particular 
time, not their life as lived experience. This notion of Bruner’s remained a key aspect to his 
ideology about narrative research. Stories were seen as true for now, particularly to how the 
individual framed and articulated the story in the moment (Bruner, 1986), while Elbaz-Luwish 
(2006) described stories as unfinished. Stories centered on human lives are never finished 
products, as the human is still experiencing life.  
 Within the data collection process, Wolcott (1990) noted the researcher must listen to the 
participants as an important aspect of sharing their voice. In the process of capturing their voice, 
Moen (2006) noted narrative researchers can develop the narratives from stories that are 
believed. Circling back to the notion of truth, Thomas (2012) claimed truth is considered as 
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partial, situated, tentative, and gendered. Thus, the aim of narrative inquiry is not to prove or 
disprove anything, but to question the notion of truth.  
 Where do these notions leave narrative stories within the context of qualitative research 
then? As I worked to analyze the data to organize the doctoral students’ experiences into 
meaningful codes and short stories, I found myself flirting with the blurred lines between fiction 
and research as fact. I found myself questioning the data – how can I be sure these stories are real 
and true? Allende (1997) claimed that “fiction is just a way of saying something that is truthful 
from the very beginning…fiction may be a bunch of lies, but it wouldn’t work if those lies didn’t 
come from a very truthful place inside you” (p. 8). I appreciated Allende’s viewpoint of fiction 
crafted from a truthful place intrinsic to the individual. The contributors’ believed their stories 
were truthful and their reality. The emotions conveyed through the contributors’ stories 
supported their story as a truthful experience. Reality, according to Bruner (1984) is a life lived 
is what happened.  
Thomas (2012) noted narrative inquirers have access to participants’ lives as told; the 
direct access to their experience is not accessible. This is an important point as Thomas 
highlights the tension between fiction and fact. Circling back to Clandinin and Connelly (1990), 
through narrative inquiry an opportunity to explore the qualitative research puzzle remained. I 
am brought back to this notion of qualitative research as a puzzle. The tension between truth and 
fiction is widely discussed in the literature of narrative inquiry. I approached the contributors’ 
stories as truth because the stories seemed to come from a truthful place inside each person. It is 
possible that my belief in their stories as truth stemmed from intuition – a feeling I cannot seem 
to adequately define. Deep in me, I believe the contributors’ experiences (stories) are their truth. 
I had no reason to believe that someone would share a story that wasn’t truthful to them. I 
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approached creating the short story narratives based on the truthful, yet unfinished, experiences 
of the Ph.D. students in doctoral education. The deviation from the traditional academic 
perspective allows the reader to engage in and consider the experiences of Ph.D. students in 
education differently.  
Justification and Ethical Considerations 
Before starting a narrative inquiry, I considered the justification of my research design. 
Clandinin (2013) indicated the three ways to justify a narrative inquiry research design – 
personally, practically, and theoretically/socially. The justification process aligned with ethical 
considerations for the research study. Narrative inquiry started with the researcher contemplating 
the question, why does this narrative inquiry matter? The study centered on doctoral students 
matters because limited literature emphasizing the experiences of doctoral students within and 
outside academia existed. As the researcher, I identified as a female, white, full-time employee, 
first-generation, and full-time doctoral student in education experiencing academia. By 
examining my experiences through interviews, reflection, and writing, I shared my voice 
throughout the data collection process.  
 The second justification for narrative inquiry hinged on the question, what difference this 
research might make to practice? The practical justification for the research study focused on 
increasing the awareness of the experiences of doctoral students in and outside of academia. The 
identities and obligations of doctoral students did not dissipate once a student enters the ivory 
tower. Prior learning and life experiences carried forward. Doctoral students brought their 
identities into the academic space. By understanding the experiences and identities of doctoral 
students, the outcome of the research highlighted the need to “do” doctoral education differently.   
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 Clandinin (2013) indicated the third justification examined the social/theoretical aspects 
of narrative inquiry. The social justification asked, in what terms/ways will this research make to 
theoretical understandings or making situations more socially just? Clandinin (2013) noted the 
third justification to either produce new methodological or disciplinary knowledge and/or create 
change/impact within society. The experiences of doctoral student's experiences in and outside of 
academia aligned with how many doctoral students continue to pursue faculty roles following 
degree completion. The social/theoretical justification for the study examined the reasons for 
pursuing a Ph.D. and the future career pathways in and out of academia. If doctoral programs are 
in the business of creating practitioners/educators/scholars, based on the experiences of doctoral 
students, then doctoral programs were not completely successful in this goal. This study 
provided insight into new knowledge regarding the way faculty and administrators teach 
interacted with doctoral students in the discipline of education.  
Hendry et al. (2018) cautioned researchers to consider ethics before conducting a 
narrative inquiry. One primary concern persisted - stories or narratives may be reduced to data 
and/or objects. "A narrative is not an object but a network" (Hendry et al., 2018, p. 15). The 
attraction of narrative inquiry as a methodological framework dedicated the use of narratives to 
create a storied network. By storied network, the reflexive and relational aspects of narratives, 
concentrated on the doctoral student experience. Composite narratives allowed me to present 
complex, situated accounts from individuals as a single story. Markham (2012) created 
composite settings to present data gathered from online sources, which if directly quoted could 
be easily traced through a simple online search. As contributors shared their stories of navigating 
and understanding academia as doctoral students, I created composite characters and settings to 
allow for an increased level of participant anonymity. By maintaining this particular ethical 
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consideration, I examined the network of experiences of doctoral students in education programs. 
In this manner, the research developed not as a source of knowledge production, but as a site of 
communion (Hendry et al., 2018).   
The ethical consideration regarding data analysis and representation included honoring 
the sacredness of humanity. "Analysis and interpretation can dehumanize and contribute to the 
very objectification" (Hendry et al., 2018, p. 59-60) of participants. Contributors reviewed the 
interview transcript and provided changes and additional insight into their experiences; a process 
which allowed the contributors to review and reflect on their stories to ensure their humanness 
remains consistent throughout the research study. Regarding representation, I considered how the 
narrative work would be received by readers (Leavy, 2013). Would readers find the 
representation of the contributors’ stories useful? I needed to consider how I was representing the 
contributors, particularly through the use of composite characters, while providing useful insight 
into the experiences of Ph.D. students and their experiences in doctoral education.  
Clandinin (2013) indicated the importance of coming alongside the participants to engage 
in conversation. The justifications and ethical considerations empowered me to think beyond the 
analytical aspects of research, grounding the purpose and intrinsic motivation of the study in the 
process of data collection and analysis.  
Limitations of the Analytic Process 
 The analytic process utilized in this study is founded on several data analysis methods. 
Data analysis consisted of aspects of grounded theory, narrative analysis, and document analysis.  
For more seasoned researchers, the lack one specific data analysis method may be considered a 
limitation. While I believed this particular study aligned with the use of aspects of certain data 
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analysis methods, I recognized future studies could be approached within one framework of data 
analysis and provide new insights into doctoral student experiences in education.  
 Another limitation involved the creation of themes from memos.  While Charmaz (2006) 
notes there is not one way to utilize memos, I reflected on how the use of memos was prohibiting 
me from seeing a much larger picture of doctoral student experiences. I utilized memos to 
highlight themes and reflect on my responses to the interviews, images, and contributor 
reflections. However, the memos focused on my thoughts and reactions, which appeared to cause 
me to pigeon-hole or focus on certain experiences over others. Thus, I made the decision not to 
incorporate all constructed codes and categories from the memos into the study. In fact, it wasn’t 
until I conducted the last interview, which provided drastically different insights into the 
experiences of one doctoral student, that I realized there was a larger and more significant story 
emerging from the data that was not reflected in my memos. The larger story centered on the 
notion that despite experiences, identities, and roles of Ph.D. students in education in the United 
States, Ph.D. students recognize the need for change within the academy, particularly in relation 
to the socialization process. This overarching realization emerged as I reflected on the 
experiences shared by the collective of contributors, without the use of memos. 
 A third limitation focused on the use of composite narratives. The interview transcripts, 
reflection responses, and images could have been combined in different ways. Several iterations 
of creating the composite characters and composite institution were explored and considered. I 
decided on the final composites represented in chapter four and five as I felt they conveyed the 
complexities of doctoral students’ identities, roles, and experiences. To borrow from John Law, I 
aimed to provide a “complex and performative sense of social inquire in which methods are 




The Ph.D. degree is the pinnacle of education. The purpose of the doctoral degree 
centered on preparing students to become faculty in academia. Yet, the research presented a 
limited viewpoint of the connection between personal experiences and academic experiences as 
part of a Ph.D. student’s doctoral student experience. In this qualitative study I examined the 
experiences of 15 contributors during different phases of the doctoral journey. The study, 
employing heuristic inquiry and narrative inquiry, resulted in the creation of composite 
characters and narrative dialogues to represent the data collected throughout the study. After 
engaging in a rigorous and iterative data analysis process, I constructed four key themes from the 
data collected – Notions of Human Capital, There’s No Playbook for That, Life Happens, and 
More Than a Doctoral Student. The themes were used to create the Ph.D. narratives to represent 
the data. Additionally, the four themes connected to the three theoretical frameworks, which is 











CHAPTER 4: COMPOSITE CHARACTERS 
 The purpose of this chapter is to present the findings of this study in a creative and 
representative manner, highlighting the complexity of Ph.D. students’ lives, relationships, and 
experiences in education programs. This qualitative study centered on three overarching research 
questions. The first asked how do Ph.D. students experience doctoral education? The second 
question inquired how do Ph.D. student experiences align with the institution/program mission 
statements for graduate education? The third question served to connect theory to experience by 
asking, how do Ph.D. academic and life experiences align with the historical expectations of 
doctoral education? During data collection and analysis, a major concept that continued to 
infiltrate my reflections included stories of life outside of the academy. The complexity of life 
outside of the ivory tower remained integral to how Ph.D. students experienced doctoral 
education.   
Creating Composite Characters 
The use of composite characters provided an opportunity to present the qualitative data 
collected in this research study differently. Miller (1998) indicated the process of using 
narratives builds reflexivity in the research process by crafting new stories that can be added to 
the data. The decision to use composite characters and write short story narratives was an 
intentional decision. As a researcher, I aimed to experiment with data analysis and 
representation. I wanted to present the research data in a nontraditional way and use my creative 
writing training and skills to achieve this goal. By presenting the composite characters and 
narratives in chapters four and five, I aimed to encourage readers to consider their doctoral 
student experiences and ask reflective questions of those experiences.  
I combined the three data sets (interview transcripts, photo essays, and mission 
statements) to create composite character sketches of the study contributors. The fifteen 
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contributors’ stories and experiences in and outside of the ivory tower were combined to create 
seven composite characters presented in this chapter. The composite character descriptions focus 
on life leading up to starting a doctoral program and life within the academy. Within the 
composite character descriptions, italicized sentences indicated contributors remarks shared 
through interviews and photo essays. The images from the photo essays can be found in 
Appendix L.  
In addition to creating composite characters to represent the study contributors, I 
combined characteristics of the fifteen contributors’ institutions to serve as the setting for the 
narrative presented in chapter five. The institution, Kenner University, is a composite character 
based on institution types and the mission statements of the contributors’ institutions, colleges, 
and programs. The data used in the creation of the composite institution can be found in 
Appendix I.  
The specific process employed to create the institution composite characters is outlined in 
Appendix M. One table provided the demographic connection of the composite characters to the 
contributors’ demographics, which aligned with the NSF 2019 demographic data on doctoral 
students in education. The second table showed the aspects of each contributor used to create the 
composite characters. The composite characters, written in present tense, provided an 
introduction to each character prior to reading the narratives represented in the next chapter.  
Kenner University – Institution Composite Character 
Kenner University (KU), founded in the mid-19th century, sits nestled between the 
growing metropolis of Edward City and Lake Michigan. The campus sprawls across 200 acres of 
land that once housed the Odawa and Anishinabewaki indigenous peoples. The Research I, land 
grant institution started as a normal school for women. By 1908, Kenner University expanded to 
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a research-focused institution, riding the automotive industry wave sweeping across the state of 
Michigan. KU maintains five historic buildings about two miles from the shoreline of Lake 
Michigan, each housing one academic college. The rest of the campus buildings are situated 
inland near the city. The red brick buildings from the normal school, converted to host a 
predominant regional education research center, sit adjacent to the northwest corner of Edward 
City. The center, Hillert Research Center (HRC), connects undergraduate and graduate student 
educators to the city and state school system. The HRC serves as an entrance point to KU for 
underrepresented students in STEM, hosting several co-curricular programs for youth to learn 
about STEM, postsecondary education, and the local community.   
Today, Kenner University hosts five academic colleges, including the College of 
Education and Development, the Marcus College of Art and Design, the Poplewski Business 
College, the Chisholm College of Sciences, and the Engineering College. The institution 
supports over 130 majors, including teaching and curriculum, higher education leadership, 
education and social change, and education policy in the College of Education and Development. 
The College of Education supports a total of twenty academic majors for undergraduate and 
graduate students. The College employs over 300 full-time and adjunct faculty and 150 staff. 
Full-time faculty are expected to serve as advisors to masters and doctoral students in their 
particular department. The advising load averages from five to thirty graduate students, 
depending on the faculty member’s expertise. In addition to academic programs, the College 
supports two research-intensive outreach programs – one specifically focused on serving higher 
education professionals and one focused on K-12 education. Both programs receive federal and 
private funding to encourage faculty to participate in research and outreach.  
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Kenner University primarily focuses on the undergraduate experience; however, the 
institution is starting to put more emphasis on graduate education. The College of Education is 
actively seeking additional funding for graduate research and teaching assistantships, as there are 
less than twenty fully-funded assistantships within the college. In addition, several new faculty 
within the College have been hired to diversify the faculty and bolster research efforts. Despite 
the new emphasis on fundraising and faculty, the doctoral students do not necessarily feel the 
impact within the College of Education or the institution. This tension is especially felt by 
doctoral students who also serve in a professional capacity at Kenner University.      
KU Mission Statement 
Kenner University is Michigan’s premier land-grant, Research I institution. We are a 
collaborative community of engaged learners with deep intellectual curiosity. The KU 
community is committed to discovery, innovation, and research. We prepare the next generation 
of leaders and citizens who contribute to the economic development of a rapidly changing world. 
Our graduates accept the challenge to solve complex social issues. Our undergraduate, graduate, 
faculty, staff, and alumni are unified in a common purpose of serving the local, national, and 
global communities.    
KU Vision Statement 
Kenner University advances our academic purpose through the creation, application, and 
dissemination of knowledge. Our graduates will lead transformative change and produce 
scholarship and solutions to advance the community we serve. KU proudly produces imaginative 
and entrepreneurial-minded educators, engineers, scientists, and designers who will positively 




KU Graduate School Mission Statement 
A graduate degree is a commitment to personal growth and rigorous scholarship. We 
provide resources and advocate for our students to engage in innovative scholarship, the 
advancement of knowledge, and to strive to impact the public good. We prepare students as 
future leaders in research, public service, and the global society. Our graduate students serve as 
professionals in the frontiers of science, education, commerce, and technology. The KU 
Graduate School supports students as scholars, who make transformative and innovative 
discoveries that impact the world.  
KU College of Education Mission Statement 
We are a community of educators dedicated to social justice, equity, and inclusion in 
education. Our students conduct high impact research to move lives forward and make the world 
better. We have a commitment to the communities we serve. The College of Education and 
Development focuses on graduating professionals and educators whose exemplary scholarship 
enriches people’s lives – locally, nationally, and globally. Our graduates educate the next 
generation of learners.     
Education Policy Mission Statement: The Education Policy Ph.D. program is designed for 
individuals seeking careers as education leaders, researchers, and policy analysts. Graduates of 
the program are prepared to solve important education problems through rigorous research and 
provide expertise to evaluate and write education policy in a variety of academic and 
administrative positions.  
Higher Education Leadership Mission Statement: The Higher Education Leadership Ph.D. 
program is committed to advancing research knowledge and practices in higher education 
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settings. Our program prepares postsecondary administrators to view higher education through a 
critical lens and provide expertise to their campus communities.  
Teaching and Curriculum Mission Statement: The Teaching and Curriculum Ph.D. program 
advances scholarly knowledge and teaching and learning practices in educational settings. Our 
graduates engage in research and teaching experiences to understand education K-12 and 
postsecondary settings. This research-oriented program provides teaching and learning expertise 
to the local community, through a collaboration with the Hillert Research Center. Our graduates 
become academic and administrators focused on making the world a better place for all learners.  
Education and Social Change Mission Statement:  The Ph.D. program in Education and Social 
Change eliminates barriers and challenges created by institutional discrimination. Our graduates 
are empowered to address oppressive structures related to race, gender, ability, class, religion, 
and sexual orientation. By conducting and evaluating research and educational practices, our 
graduate students become change agents in diverse education settings.  
Contributor Composite Characters 
Mark, Ph.D. in Higher Education Leadership  
The composite character, Mark, includes various personal and professional aspects of 
three study contributors. Mark has completed his Ph.D. program and is about eight months post-
graduation. He is currently trying to figure out his next step professionally, and begrudgingly 
admits that he feels a little lost about his future. Mark identifies as a white, gay, cisgender male. 
He lives in an apartment near campus and often remarks to his peers that he didn’t have a family 
or a partner or even a plant to take care of while in his doctoral program. Mark maintains short 
blond hair in short, gelled spikes and wears a bow tie to work every day. He has a large 
personality and limitless energy, often making him the loudest voice in any room.  
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Mark grew up in the Northeast with his parents in a household where the idea of going to 
college was always a topic of conversation. Mark’s mother had a bachelor’s degree, while his 
father completed only one week of college. As an undergraduate student, Mark was the 
quintessential super-involved student. He took advantage of several leadership opportunities in 
student organizations, such as joining a fraternity, serving on the student government board, and 
working as an orientation leader for three years; experiences that prompted him to explore a 
master’s degree in college student personnel. In his master’s degree, the faculty shared 
expectations for continuing education after serving in the field for a few years. Following his 
master’s degree, Mark started working at Kenner University. Starting as a program coordinator 
in student activities, Mark recently moved up the administrative ladder to a director role. His 
supervisor shared with me a lot about the program and really encouraged me to do it. She was in 
her last year in the program when I started working at Kenner University. With the tuition 
waiver, it seemed like a no brainer to start the program. I was in a good place with my job and I 
knew I would be able to do the work in the down time of my job. Plus, I have a lot of personal 
connections here and did not want to pick up my life and move someplace to start a full-time 
doctoral program. 
After conversations with his boss and another friend who had completed the program a 
couple years prior, Mark decided to apply to the Higher Education Leadership Ph.D. program at 
Kenner University, eight years after finishing his master’s degree. As a director, Mark realized 
that he would need a Ph.D. in order to apply for higher administrative positions, such as 
associate dean, dean, or provost. This was going to be a necessary step if I was going to move up 
the administrative ladder. I wanted that level of credentialing. Mark knew from working in 
higher education that there were various opinions about Ph.D. programs versus Ed.D. programs. 
148 
 
Mark’s viewpoint on the Ph.D. versus Ed.D. centered on credentials. Growing up in student 
affairs as a professional, you hear things about Ed.D. programs and Ph.D. programs. I was told 
that Ed.D. programs were a little bit easier in that you don’t have to do your own research. I 
also heard that some Ed.D. programs are a joke – I don’t want anyone questioning my degree. In 
addition to the desire to gain credentials for upward professional movement, Mark was excited at 
the onset of his program. I was back in school and I was like…I love this! When asked to share 
images to describe his perspective or viewpoint at the beginning of his program, Mark shared 
two images – one of a light at the end of a dark hallway and the second touted smiling students 
holding blue and white letters that read, “You’re In!” There were a lot of unknowns, mostly I 
wondered if I had what it takes to be successful. Was I good enough? Was I ready for it? 
However, Mark did not linger too much thinking about the unknowns. He felt he had a solid 
viewpoint of the expectations and was anxious to jump into the program.  
Mark chose to continue working full-time as he pursued his doctoral program. He learned 
to balance attending classes and coursework while sometimes returning to his office after class to 
be present at student events coordinated through his office. So, you know, it was largely doing 
reading and homework on the nights I wasn’t working. I had to negotiate with my boss about 
time off for classes and writing. I spent most of my lunches in my office reading or writing. I had 
to be very self-directed. I had to find the motivation on my own to get the work done.  
His experience in the Higher Education Leadership Ph.D. program often misaligned with 
his expectations. Mark started the program excited to engage in deep intellectual conversations 
and to build a strong mentor-mentee relationship with his advisor. Neither of those experiences 
worked out as he expected. My cohort’s professional backgrounds were so different and we had 
a hard time connecting with coursework to practice. My advisor had several advisees and lived 
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in Florida most of the time, so I do not feel she had the time to focus on me. She was helpful with 
planning coursework and whatnot. Once I got into dissertation phase, the level of support 
somewhat improved, but when I sent her chapters it felt like sometimes she read it, sometimes 
she didn’t. Very few comments were coming back. I was a little disappointed because I don’t 
think I wrote a perfect dissertation. Aside from his advisor, Mark connected with faculty, but 
only to a certain level. I really felt like they got to know us and our research interests, and would 
help us when asked. But it wasn’t until I was almost finished with coursework where I felt I knew 
some of the faculty to be able to ask them to serve on my committee. Mark struggled in a couple 
of his courses, particularly statistics. Luckily, Mark had a great faculty member who taught the 
course. She was Chinese, so she was very direct. She helped me and then expected me to leave. 
No small talk. She was very good about sitting with me and having me work on the question in 
her office while she was doing other work. When I finished, she would ask – you have the 
answer? I would show her my work and explain what I did and she would say, yep you got it. 
Then I would leave. It is odd. I felt closer to her because at least I knew she knew I was trying.  
The Ph.D. process was both rewarding and challenging for Mark. I was surprised some 
classes weren’t as hard as I thought they were going to be. Some classes were better than others, 
and I was surprised at how the theory courses shaped and justified the way I did my work in 
practice. Mark shared the most challenging aspect of a Ph.D. program – no one ever tells you. 
No one really tells you the truth about a dissertation or the Ph.D. program. I think everyone 
gives you the line about how it made them stronger and a better person, but no one tells you the 
truth. Mark was surprised and challenged particularly in the dissertation phase. I try to be 
truthful when talking with people who want to start a Ph.D. program. It’s a lonely road. As an 
extroverted person, that was hard. It was just me and my laptop and/or books and articles. Mark 
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found the culture of academia to be rough and wrought with varying expectations for Ph.D. 
students. Mark reflects on his experiences with his Ph.D. program and shared it was a lot more 
cut throat that I thought it was going to be or realized. Everyone has a different standard. The 
ambiguity of the tenure process and the isolation of faculty life. It’s a rough world. Also, the 
great variance of what it means to be a Ph.D. student. A Ph.D. and even the Ed.D. are not the 
same across the board – in any topic, in any area of study. I think that’s what makes it rough 
because folks just think about what they have done and repeat that.  
Mark identified images that supported his viewpoint of his Ph.D. experiences. An image 
of a computer and a Starbucks cup highlighted Mark’s feelings about the doctoral experience and 
the dissertation writing process. I selected the image for two reasons. The first is because the 
doctoral experience can be lonely. Classes were the highlight of my experience because it was 
the few hours each week when I typically saw others who were going through the same 
experience as I was. Otherwise, it was just me. The second reason I selected the photo is because 
I am someone who likes to do things once and get it done, so one of things I was worried about 
was getting frustrated with the iterative process of writing. In the photo, I am engaging in some 
version of that process - it looks like I’m taking part of what I wrote in class to create or edit my 
dissertation proposal. Mark’s second image, a graduation cap with books and a diploma, 
highlighted his goal-oriented mindset, in addition to questioning the elitism of higher education. 
Adult human beings who are higher education professionals still fall into high school patterns of 
interactions, while simultaneously advocating for higher thinking. Perhaps this is just my own 




 Mark continues to work at KU and actively works on applying to faculty positions. He is 
working on a few publications; however, he is not sure they will make it into a peer-reviewed 
journal. Mark feels pretty stuck in his current role, as there is limited mobility in his office right 
now. He is also not sure he is ready to leave Edward City, which has become home for him.  
Chelsea, Ph.D. in Higher Education Leadership  
 Chelsea, a composite character of three contributors, is an academic advisor at Kenner 
University. Chelsea works as an academic advisor in the Education and Social Change 
department housed in the College of Education. Chelsea has thirteen years of student affairs 
administration experience. She moved to Edward City, Michigan with her husband seven years 
ago. Four years later, she started the Ph.D. program in Higher Education Leadership. Chelsea 
identifies as a multiracial Black woman, first-generation student, and recently divorced. She has 
dark, curly hair, caramel-colored skin, and wears glasses. Chelsea attributes her constant feeling 
of exhaustion to her young daughter and the dual role of professional and student.  
 Chelsea grew up in a single-parent, working class household with her twin sister. She 
identified a challenge of navigating the culture and politics of higher education. I don’t have that 
family experience and so approaching…moving into academia through that first-generation lens 
has been really salient. I’m just not as savvy at that as folks who were raised in middle class 
families. Chelsea admits that she did not even know what first-generation meant until she started 
her undergraduate degree. So learning what various labels mean and what various terms 
meant…I was one of those kids who literally did not know what a Bursar’s office was. Chelsea 
carried that first-generation identity with her into her Ph.D. program. I wanted to make sure I had 
plenty of time to understand and navigate the culture and politics of higher education. I can’t 
escape it, even though first-gen is not the identity that is fore-fronted. You can’t look at me and 
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say, oh, she’s first-generation, she comes from a low-income background. Chelsea notes that as a 
person of color, she experienced micro-aggressions as people made assumptions about her race, 
socioeconomic background, and level of education, particularly from the faculty she works with 
in her professional role.   
Chelsea finds it difficult to navigate the politics of the Ph.D. program. She sometimes 
struggles to walk the line of professional staff member and student. Chelsea recognizes the 
academic advisor role allows her to be privy to background information about the institution and 
various programs.  If I didn’t have this job, I wouldn’t have access to some of that information or 
that knowledge. She feels it is important to make sure that she shares that knowledge with her 
peers. Faculty advisors just don’t know how to answer the logistical questions related to the 
student’s degree program. Chelsea became the unofficial advisor for her program. I am helping 
them with paperwork or answering questions. I mean even as going as far as helping with course 
selection and talking them through the paperwork process. Chelsea found that she was about to 
provide advice and guidance to students – and if she didn’t know the answer, she knew the 
resources of how to help figure out a solution. There have certainly been times where because of 
my dual role, I want to tell students more to assure that it’s not you as a student, it’s the 
department or university. It’s this system. But my professional obligation kind of says, maybe I 
shouldn’t be that honest. In many ways, I just have to pick and choose my battles. Even if I 
believe something a student brings to me is racist, I can’t say that. I have to present the process 
the university has set up for the student to file a grievance. Chelsea struggles with the notion that 
sometimes the system is not set up to support students, but to protect the university. She 
recognizes her limitations as a professional within the system and often finds it frustrating and 
exhausting.   
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As a student, Chelsea found her research interests aligning with her identities – race and 
first-generation college students. Chelsea often feels a disconnect or misalignment of the 
institution with her experience as a student, feelings she is learning to navigate. So to be a person 
of color in general, and a Black person in particular, studying race in an institution that says we 
celebrate diversity, I can’t trust what you say because I see what you do. Behind the scenes, 
you’re not actually upholding the principles that you espouse. Chelsea acknowledged how these 
realizations inform and frame her identity as a race scholar and the incongruence between what 
the institution claims to do and what actually happens.  
Chelsea started her Ph.D. program because she knew she would need a Ph.D. for future 
career opportunities. Like Mark, Chelsea wants to move up within administrative positions 
within higher education. She is considering a future role as an adjunct or full faculty in an 
education program. Oftentimes, once you’re up at a dean of student level or so, a Ph.D. is 
required. While I am not 100% sure what I want to do with the degree, I do see the Ph.D. as a 
path to moving upward in terms of career development. Chelsea loves the learning process and 
strives for personal growth. The challenge – wanting the development. Feeling like I could do 
this and wanting the opportunity to grow and learn that way. Chelsea entered her program with 
expectations that a doctoral program was clean, neat, orderly and structure. It is purposeful and 
organized; conducive to facilitating deep learning and intellectual curiosity.  
Similar to Mark, Chelsea also considered the Ed.D. during her application process. Her 
decision centered on her understanding of the importance of research in her current and future 
roles. I see myself as a scholar practitioner; the scholarship informs my practice. A big piece of 
the decision was the research component. I also had seen the distinction when talking to people 
– that purse of the lips, the tone of the voice when somebody  says, oh, you have an Ed.D. While 
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Chelsea knows that individuals who completed an Ed.D. worked just as hard as Ph.D. students, 
she didn’t want people to make assumptions about her academic credential. I didn’t want people 
to think, oh, you haven’t really put forth the maximum effort.  
Around the time Chelsea finished comprehensive exams, she had a negative experience 
with her advisor. Chelsea’s friend in the program, who had the same advisor, ended up having a 
personal issue with the advisor. Things kind of blew up. Those of us in the core friend group were 
like, do you stay with the professor or do you side with your friend? You had to choose a side. 
So, I ended up choosing my friend. The advisor’s reaction was not great. She told me I was two-
faced and my behavior was not what she expected. The advisor was upset that I was supporting 
my friend, especially after all the support and good things that came out of the advisor 
relationship. We did have a group chat and I was hoping we could start healing together. 
Instead, our advisor started berating us, accusing us that we should have known better than to 
choose friendship over your advisor. She shared she thought the dean would use the situation to 
push her out of the university. She attacked our personal scholarship as well. She told us how we 
weren’t ready to be faculty members, if this was the behavior we chose to employ. While Chelsea 
had hoped to heal from the situation, it was clear that her advisor did not feel the same way. 
Chelsea found a new advisor, someone who had served on her comps committee. Eventually, her 
former advisor left the institution. 
In addition to the academic experiences, Chelsea found out during her program that she 
was pregnant. Her peers in the program rallied around her, offering to babysit and help out as 
needed. Many of her peers had children as well, and another friend became pregnant around the 
same time as Chelsea. Shortly after giving birth to a baby girl, Chelsea’s husband shared that he 
was unhappy and wanted a divorce. It was a huge shock. Of course, our relationship isn’t 
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perfect, but I didn’t think we were at the point of divorce. Then I found out he was cheating on 
me. I was furious. I told him I would not have chosen to have a child with him if that were the 
case. So that threw off my plan. Chelsea was at the point to begin writing her prospectus, and 
decided to pause the writing process for a few months. I just emotionally, mentally…I was not 
ready. It always felt, for me, I thought my relationship was as important as this degree and these 
were both things I was doing. In reality, I’m probably giving more to the degree because it’s 
more pressing, but at the same time I didn’t think my relationship needed more attention. 
Apparently, he did. Chelsea had not thought that divorce was something that she would 
experience. While she has grown from that experience, it took her a while to gain some peace. I 
started therapy and my intention in going to therapy was really to work through some of the 
anger and feelings around the divorce. In conversations, I found myself talking about my 
dissertation, working on the proposal and feeling stuck. Chelsea found that her therapist 
provided guidance on how to get unstuck. As an academic advisor, I know those resources. 
Having someone else outside of all of this saying, I know you know this, but you have to apply it 
yourself. I was like whoa, okay. She helped me to move forward.  
Chelsea describes her experience in the Ph.D. program as a rollercoaster, with 
unpredictable ups and downs. I would never have predicted the hardships I experienced in my 
program. Chelsea’s hardships - conflict with her advisor, pregnancy, and divorce - became part 
of her Ph.D. experience. There was not a separation of experiences for her, as one often blurred 
into the other. She learned to lean on her peers and colleagues for support. Chelsea eventually 
started writing her prospectus, and continued to speak with her therapist. Her daughter continues 
to be a source of joy, despite becoming a single mother. Chelsea’s immediate goals include 
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finishing her dissertation, graduating, and then searching for faculty positions at KU or closer to 
her family in Washington, D.C.  
Amelie, Ph.D. in Teaching and Curriculum  
 Amelie, a first-semester, third-year student in the Teaching and Curriculum Ph.D. 
program at Kenner University, is a composite of four study contributors. She started the program 
shortly after her 27th birthday. Amelie is a married white woman, who just turned thirty-two. She 
grew up in a suburb of Montgomery, Alabama with her parents. Her parents divorced when she 
was in high school. Despite the change in her family financial situation, her parents expected her 
to go to college. There was never a question of going to college. In college, I realized how 
different things were for everybody. My freshman year roommate had gone to one of the fancy 
private schools in the city and made a comment about how she couldn’t imagine going to public 
school. I looked at her and her friend and said, well, we’re in the same college and the same 
sorority, so there’s that. Amelie is very conscientious about her age. I was definitely getting 
feedback like, wow, this is kind of young to start a Ph.D. I’m totally fine if my education is going 
to outweigh my professional experience a little bit. I’m trying to start a family and complete a 
Ph.D.  
Amelie taught gifted children in the Edward City school system for four years before 
deciding to pursue a doctorate. I had always thought about it, even in undergrad. I thought about 
wanting to do something in academia – teaching and research. Amelie’s husband works in 
Edward City in finance. According to Amelie, he makes pretty decent money, enough for me to 
quit my job and go to school full-time. Amelie notes her husband has been extremely supportive 
of her Ph.D. process. I had to have some real conversations with him in the beginning that I 
wouldn’t be home several evenings. It was still important to me that we cooked and ate health 
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meals, but I had to be honest with him that I can’t be the main cook. My husband and I already 
split a lot of household responsibilities, but the cooking itself weighed a bit heavier on me. I was 
like, during this time, this cannot be me. He was great about that.  
Amelie is a fully-funded graduate student, one of the few in her program. My first-year, I 
was in a split assistantship. I was supervising pre-service teachers about 25% of the time. Then I 
was on my advisor’s research project working with state educators. We worked with a school 
running ongoing workshops with them. That took up the other 75% of my time for my 
assistantship. Amelie’s assistantship changed in her second year. She began teaching an 
undergraduate course with a faculty mentor in another department. Amelie knew that she would 
need to be funded, as she didn’t want to place the burden of paying for a doctoral program on her 
husband. I knew from the beginning if I’m in the program, I’m going to need some kind of help 
with that. Plus, I love teaching the class! It’s a super fun class to teach because the students’ 
experiences are so integral to what we talk about in my program. There are really fun 
discussions. I’ve been lucky to have that. As Amelie looks forward to her fourth year in the 
program, she is considering applying for a GRA position that is more like an administrative 
assistantship to learn more about undergraduate students. I think it might be fun learning to work 
with undergrads, which I think will be helpful if I’m able to get a job; if I am teaching 
somewhere after the Ph.D.  
 At one point prior to applying to the Ph.D. program, Amelie considered applying for an 
Ed.D. program. I kind of looked into what you can do with that. I have no desire to be in district 
leadership or anything. I mean, I would rather do almost anything than to be a principal. I did 
not want to be looking at data all day long. I’d rather continue to teach adults instead of 
children. Amelie draws the connection that individuals with an Ed.D. work primarily in 
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leadership positions within the K-12 school system. Unlike Mark and Chelsea, Amelie was not 
strictly focused on the credentials, although she recognizes that the three letters following her 
name will carry some weight when looking for a job after graduation. I just felt like career wise 
it would be better if I had the Ph.D.  
 Amelie imagined the Ph.D. program to be collaborative – connecting to peers, building a 
relationship with her advisor, and spending time digging into coursework and writing papers. 
Amelie shared two images to illustrate her expectations of the Ph.D. program. Both images 
depicted a table with students gathered around it – indicating a collaborative atmosphere. Instead 
of the collaborative spaces, Amelie found that there were times when she was left alone with her 
academic coursework. My advisor was actually gone my first semester. She was on research 
leave, so we had a few phone conversations but I didn’t ever see her and rarely talked to her. 
Amelie admits to experiencing a little culture shock when starting her program. I don’t even 
know what I mean by that. I’m trying to explain that to myself, but more like how things were 
run. Amelie does not like how the program and college seem decentralized. In my undergrad and 
master’s program, I knew exactly what was expected and there was a prescribed plan. Now, I 
feel like, all right, here’s a piece of paper with what you’re supposed to do – figure it out. In 
addition, Amelie noticed how political the Ph.D. experience can be. I knew it would be political, 
but I didn’t realize how other people view your advisor impacts how they view you as well. 
Amelie connected with some of her peers, where it seemed others were only trying to be friends 
in order to get something in return. I’ve realized later, I can’t trust them as much as I thought I 
could. 
 Amelie described her current understanding of doctoral education to be isolating and 
messy. A snowy image highlights how Amelie feels about the messiness of doctoral education – 
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spaces of clean snow in some spots, while the main road shows the dirty combination of salt, 
dirt, and snow. Amelie often feels like an imposter in the doctoral space, despite having 
experiences that align with the content she is learning in her classes. The imposter syndrome 
serves as a point of isolation for Amelie – she feels like she is the only one experiencing life and 
academia differently. The lack of direction from her advisor and the disconnect between her 
expectations and reality continues to be a source of frustration for Amelie.   
Kathleen, Ph.D. in Teaching and Curriculum  
 A composite character of two study contributors, Kathleen is a first-semester, second-
year Ph.D. student in the Teaching and Curriculum program at Kenner University. Kathleen is an 
eighth-grade science teacher in the Edward City school system. She is married and lives with her 
husband in an apartment near the KU campus. Kathleen identifies as a woman first. Before I am 
Black. Just because that alone is the hardest to be in this space. Prior to teaching, Kathleen 
worked as a research scientist and as a non-profit science program coordinator. Kathleen grew up 
with her sister and their parents. She has recently connected with her identity as a first-generation 
American with immigrant parents. Kathleen’s father holds a Ph.D. in Materials Science and 
Engineering. I think it was awesome to have people look at my dad as an intellectual and as a 
scholar. That was really exciting to observe as a young child, but it also helped me to see what 
could be. It mattered more to me whenever we transitioned school districts into our white 
affluent school district where status was a little bit more important there. Being able to say or 
express our credentials for being in this environment. It was nice to have something to hang onto 
in that way.  
 Kathleen’s identities play a key role in her Ph.D. experiences. Based on her father’s 
experience as a faculty member in academia, she was sure that she would spend most of her time 
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in the library, conducting research, reading for class, and writing. Kathleen’s perception of the 
Ph.D. learning process included classroom spaces filled with mostly white colleagues and an 
international faculty member. Images of a crowded classroom and a library with stacks of books, 
a diploma, and a graduation cap illustrate Kathleen’s perception of doctoral education.  
Kathleen highlights the removal of her identity through the research process. I believe 
academia has slowly removed my identity as a black woman to construct a theoretical lens and 
gain notoriety. On the other hand, my identity has not been validated unless displayed by the 
white supremacist agenda. Kathleen believes that despite the white agenda of doctoral education, 
she has gained access to many experiences in the academy – including publishing research and 
presenting at conferences. She attributes these experiences to her advisor and her intrinsic 
motivation to challenge the traditional spaces of academia.  
Kathleen’s identities serve as a catalyst for continuing to disrupt the traditional ivory 
tower academic spaces. She wants to challenge the status quo. I dislike there’s a gatekeeper 
process that limits who can have access to this space. A part of why I am here is because I see 
myself building a pipeline. My question is – how can we get more students to break through the 
traditional gates that we build to restrict people’s engagement in this space?  
 Kathleen attributes her motivation for pursuing a Ph.D. to her father. I spent a lot of time 
working with his nonprofit and really enjoyed the work but realized I was quickly burning out. I 
felt like this Ph.D. program was going to afford me the opportunity to discuss relevant issues but 
from a different lens. My advisor from my master’s program also supported me starting a Ph.D. 
program. She saw something in me and pushed me to continue with the Curriculum and 
Teaching program. Kathleen is fortunate to continue to build the relationship with her advisor. 
She understands that her relationship with her advisor is somewhat of an anomaly compared to 
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the peers in her program. She picked me, right? She brought me into this degree. It also gave me 
a responsibility. She trusts me and knows that I will work to help make her big dreams come 
true. We (my colleagues and I) are her co-conspirators and support all of her crazy ideas. At the 
end of the day, our time with her is invaluable.  
 Because of the connection with her advisor, Kathleen has been a graduate research 
assistant. The GRA position provides Kathleen with a tuition waiver. So, in addition to teaching 
full-time, Kathleen works as a GRA. At one point, she was working with her father’s non-profit. 
Kathleen suffers from anxiety. Knowing herself, she got a therapist and set boundaries for every 
responsibility. My dad conditioned us to seek out therapy. I have horrible anxiety and when I got 
stressed, I would have horrible migraines, eczema, etc. I was like I need somebody else to tell me 
that I am taking on too much. Sometimes I’m stupid enough to be like, you can handle it.  
 Kathleen has solid connections with her peers. She has one close friend who also works 
with her advisor. Through interactions in and out of classes, Kathleen’s peers recognize her 
commitment and passion. I mean, I think showing up authentically has helped with that. My 
peers recognize there is a level of advocacy and staying connected with certain experiences from 
my past; people recognize what’s important for me. Kathleen’s peers also know that she will 
challenge the status quo in teaching and academic spaces. Sometimes I use…my language is just 
unique to who I am, to my racial identity. I try to use, I won’t say slang, but I try to change the 
dynamics of what language and wording in spaces. I don’t know if that’s specific to my role as a 
black woman, I just think it speaks more to my wanting to challenge different academic spaces 
and the norms in those environments.  
 The Covid-19 pandemic impacted Kathleen more so than any other of the study 
contributors. I think that it’s different because we’re in this virtual environment. I don’t hate it. 
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Kathleen’s master’s degree was an online program, which prepared her for virtual learning 
during the pandemic. Covid was and is a hellacious thing. I’ve had Covid. It is awful, I almost 
died. I was just very sick…and it’s debilitating.  
 Before and during the Covid-19 pandemic, Kathleen feels supported in her Ph.D. 
program. I’m getting support in a lot of different ways. My department was been very supportive 
in this pandemic climate. I think there’s extra care and support given to students. Kathleen feels 
support from her family and her husband. My family has been on board. My dad has a Ph.D., so 
he knows. I will say, I think I tricked my husband into getting this doctorate. I had to have him 
tell me what he needed as I am going through the program. He told me he needed one day of the 
weekend and to go on vacations. He has been understanding. He has also gotten to know my 
advisor and her family. He’s very respectful of that relationship. Overall, Kathleen realizes her 
experiences in the Ph.D. program are not the norm. Kathleen’s strong connection to her advisor 
and a small group of colleagues serve as a foundation to be successful in the Ph.D. program. 
When we look at our CVs, they are full now. They were empty before we walked into the space 
and now they’re full. I believe in her, and I think because she believes in me, that’s why I believe 
in her. For Kathleen, the relationship with her advisor is something she cherishes about her Ph.D. 
experience.  
Ramon, Ph.D. in Education Policy Studies 
 Ramon, a composite character of three study contributors, just finished his fourth year in 
the Educational Policy Studies Ph.D. program. Ramon identifies as Latinx, queer, and first-
generation, and differently abled. Ramon uses the pronouns they/their/them. They work full-time 
in student affairs, while also balancing an adjunct faculty role, a research assistantship, 
registering as a full-time student, and driving Uber. Ramon considers themselves to be an activist 
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and like Kathleen, would like to disrupt traditional viewpoints of the Ph.D. experience as 
preparation for the academy. I came into this program because I wanted to get better. I wanted to 
learn. I wanted to engage with ideas. I feel like my confidence was cut in the academic space. 
 Ramon determined the Ph.D. was the best route to accomplish their goals. I feel like my 
understanding of being faculty always led to Ph.D. The Ed.D. was more focused on the practice. 
Also, the Ph.D. is the highest ranked degree and I was like, well, if this is going to put me from a 
social mobility perspective in the highest bucket so that people don’t question or don’t think that 
you have an Ed.D. and you don’t know as much. I didn’t want that, especially being already an 
underrepresented minority across multiple spectrums. Similar to Chelsea and Mark, Ramon 
connects the Ph.D. to career mobility and to some extent focused on the teaching and research 
aspects connected to the Ph.D.  
 At the beginning of the Ph.D. program, Ramon felt excited and ready to start the process. 
They believed there was a clear, linear process to complete the Ph.D. Ramon utilizes the images 
below to demonstrate how they saw the Ph.D. process. Ramon self-identifies as a learner – and 
the process of learning intrigued them. Ramon strives to remain curious and enthusiastic about 
their research, despite their experiences.  
 Ramon’s experience in their Ph.D. program has been, in their words, quite the trip. 
Ramon feels the Ph.D. is a calling, although in undergrad they didn’t really consider the Ph.D. as 
an option. So, honestly, I wasn’t sure I was going to finish college. I’m a first-generation student. 
I had no idea what I was doing. I had some inspiration from programs I was in during grade 
school, but I thought I was going to go back home after undergrad and teach in my community. 
Ramon went on to complete a master’s degree in student affairs administration and realized that 
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being a practitioner was not what they wanted. I transitioned from the student affairs side of 
being a practitioner to wanting to teach student affairs practitioners.  
 Throughout their program, Ramon is learning that academia is mostly a performance. 
Part of that performance is always talking about what you’re working on, what you’re doing 
next, branding yourself in way that shows your dominance over others or shows how much 
you’re better than others. I remember seeing a book before I started my Ph.D. program about 
academic bullying. I didn’t pay too much attention to it. Until I staring the program and began 
to understand academic bullying, the power dynamics, the ambiguity in roles, and the way the 
gatekeeping happens.  
Ramon connects the concepts of gatekeeping and academic bullying to their experiences 
with their advisor. They identify their advisor as mostly absent. Ramon experienced three 
negative situations with faculty in their program in the first year. One experience centered 
around a class survey about the atmosphere and community within the course. The course was a 
mix of master’s level students and doctoral students, and the faculty member wanted to see how 
students were feeling about the class. So we get an anonymous survey about the class. People 
were able to share statements about how they felt and things that needed to change. Basically the 
feedback on the survey called out my friend and I. The professor read the comments aloud in 
class. The theme was that we (my friend and I) are elitist. Apparently, we think “we are better 
than them”. Ramon experienced a different challenge with another faculty member teaching a 
course about sexuality. They felt the course materials were white and heteronormative. So as a 
queer person in every way, being Latinx, differently abled…all of those other intersecting 
identities, I didn’t see myself in the course. Ramon shared the experiences with their advisor. 
Basically, she said, well, you just got to push through. You’re going to learn lessons, maybe not 
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the ones you want, but it’ll help you in the future. Ramon was frustrated by this experience, 
especially since their advisor is a woman of color. They noted how they saw a disconnect 
between what their advisor was saying and their advisor’s research and role. As somebody who 
creates counter-spaces for students of color and I’m trying to engage with you on a traumatic 
experience with faculty. And you’re just telling us to push through.  
Ramon uses three images to illustrate the chaos and pressure they feel in the Ph.D. 
program and academia in general. One image shows an individual running after a bus. The image 
is how I have constantly felt (but especially in my first 2-3 years): always running behind 
everyone else. For me the bus signifies “everyone else” (peers in my cohort, program, or 
institution – and across the nation in my field) … and me always running, late, and behind trying 
to catch up. A second image shows President Barack Obama with his hands raised and block text 
words – Why? Just why? I am questioning “Why am I doing this anyway?” A third image 
illustrates all that has occurred for Ramon in their program. A tornado and flying cow are 
featured in the image, with Ramon noting that it felt like there was always another challenge or 
struggle on the horizon. From the experiences in the classroom to the experiences with their 
advisor, Ramon is left wondering why there is a sense of “pushing through” to get the Ph.D.  
 For Ramon the concept of just push through was not beneficial advice, especially 
considering some of the experiences outside of the Ph.D. program impacted their process. 
During the Covid-19 pandemic, I found out my mom was diagnosed with ALS. I am not living 
close to my family at this time and we are in a pandemic. My mom was hospitalized and I got this 
call from my brother saying Mom’s in the hospital, I think it might be time. So I go home. My 
mom gets a little bit better. We find out things we can do to help her, but we don’t know what the 
timeline is…ALS has no cure. So I’m home for like two weeks. I’m driving back and forth 
166 
 
between my hometown and the hospital. During that time, I’m not in the mental capacity to do 
anything and I just don’t have time to do it either. I go home for about a month, and I get a call 
from my dad and my mom unfortunately passed away. I was supposed to be there in a week. I 
text my advisor and say I’m sorry to do this but my mom passed and I just don’t have the mental 
capacity to engage with you to start discussing my dissertation. It literally does not matter to me. 
Ramon spent time with family following the passing of their mother. They remembered how 
proud their mother was that they were in the Ph.D. program. She told me – your value is not with 
this degree. You’re going to be successful regardless of what you do. And so, now that my mom 
has passed I’m like I have to finish this degree because that was always her biggest dream – to 
see me graduate.  
 Ramon continues to work toward completing their degree. So one thing that surprised me 
about the program is that people say it’s a lonely experience, but there’s also this communal 
space where we kind of bond over the drama of like this is what this experience means. We can 
say that’s just B.S. and we just talk about it.  
Valencia, Ph.D. in Education and Social Change  
 Valencia, a third-year student in Education and Social Change, is a composite character 
of four study contributors. Valencia is a single parent, whose son is graduating from high school. 
She serves as a caregiver to her parents. Born and raised in Puerto Rico, Spanish is Valencia’s 
first language. She graduated with her bachelor’s degree from a university in the Midwest and 
completed her master’s degree in Puerto Rico.  
Valencia initially believed her Ph.D. experience would be a smooth process with 
resources available to her along the way. Similar to Ramon, Valenica thought that the Ph.D. 
experience would follow a clear step by step process. She understood the Ph.D. program to be 
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rigorous, particularly in relation to research and publishing – an experience she was looking to 
have while in her program. Valencia uses three images to emphasize the experiences she thought 
she would have before beginning her Ph.D. program. One image depicts a pristine winter day 
with a clear blue sky. On January 1st of this year, we went hiking and were joined by my 
brother’s family (he’s married with two kids) and it was just an absolutely picture perfect day. 
We’d gotten a good dumping of snow a few days earlier and driving into the park, my brother 
declared it was “like Narnia.” Another image highlights a welcome board posted in the College 
of Education, outlining resources available to students. The third image illustrates a woman 
sitting at a computer with a coffee cup next to her. I love coffee and coffee shops because I get 
much more done there than in an office setting and especially my house. So working in a coffee 
shop was like my own little nerd heaven. I remember being very excited about independently 
working on writing projects and thinking with other people in different coffee shops. 
Prior to starting the Ph.D. program, Valencia took a couple of classes as a non-degree 
seeking student. Because my master’s was in a different field and because I had completed my 
master’s degree so long ago, I wanted to test out taking a couple courses before I jumped into 
the program. The other factor was my GRE score. The institution didn’t care for my GRE score. 
Taking the classes was a strategy to prove to them I should be there. Similar to Chelsea, Mark 
and Ramon, Valenica’s goal was to get the credentials. So I thought I needed to have the 
foundation in education so I could just obtain the credentials to work at a four-year university. I 
was also thinking that if I wanted to have a more active and administrative role later on, I would 
feel like I qualify. Before I started the program, I didn’t. The notion of having the right 
qualifications was salient to Valencia, particularly as she considers the culture of academia. 
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Valencia has hearing loss, which has been a challenge in her Ph.D. program. As a person 
with hearing loss, that was a struggle. I never really recognized that my disability impacted the 
way I was learning. When I was an undergraduate, I thought my struggle was related to the 
language. I didn’t really struggle with my master’s because it was in Spanish. I didn’t really 
have accommodations or anything for work. So for me, it’s like I was “rehabilitated”. This is 
how you talk when you have a disability, you need to be “rehabilitated”, which is so wrong. 
 One challenge Valencia experienced in her Ph.D. program was with accommodations 
through KU. At the beginning, I felt I had support from disability services. But then as I started 
asking for other things, it became a power struggle. They didn’t like the fact that I kept telling 
them what they were doing wrong. Valencia works with a speech therapist to provide her 
additional support through the Ph.D. process. She explained that I am processing information 
differently. Because I don’t hear well, in a classroom, learning is different. She told me – you’re 
reading a transcript, you’re reading people’s body language, you’re reading here and looking at 
the presentation. You do so much multitasking, you are on overload. Valencia is learning to give 
herself a little more grace, particularly with the length of time it takes to complete an assignment 
or presentation. My speech therapist really forced me to reflect differently on why I am 
struggling academically, which was eye-opening.  
As a full-time student, Valencia works a part-time job at another institution close to KU. 
Valencia is eligible for scholarships, grants, and student loans to help fund her Ph.D. program. 
She feels that it is manageable, although learning to balance her time was a challenge in the 
beginning. I have found my biggest barrier is time. I mean, besides the fact that now as a 
doctoral student, I am a caregiver to my parents. I am a mom. I’m also working-part time. So 
having to find the balance between all of that has been a challenge in finding the time. When I 
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have problems with disability services, that’s taking time away from me because then I have to 
do labor, free labor, to educate my faculty, educate my peers. Then I also have to do the same for 
my work and for my son. Valencia uses an image of a cartoon stick-figure juggling plates to 
showcase how she feels about time.  
Valencia strives to find time to step away from the busyness of academia. There is also a 
certain culture in education that values performative behavior I think.  You have to look/sound a 
certain polished way all the time. It seems there’s this real idea that the busier you are, 
somehow, the more important you are. And I’m not doing it now. Valencia notes the second 
image she used to depict her Ph.D. experience seems to counter her feelings on performativity. 
Stacks of paper surround a desktop computer. File folders and storage bins hold more stacks of 
papers, which Valenica indicates are articles she has read since she started the program.  
Valenica experienced depression and an identity crisis, which stemmed from her self-
advocacy for her disability. I used to be more reserved or quiet about my experience or 
disability. But after all the challenges with my accommodations, I went through an identity 
crisis. I was like, I’m done. From this point forward, I’m going to be unapologetic and I’m going 
to use my voice. I found it in a different way. I’m using it in a different way. Based on her 
comments, Valenica is learning to “push through” the program and to make her experience her 
own.  
Valencia has found solace and understanding in her research. She attributes finding her 
voice as an advocate to her experiences, research, and a group of colleagues who research 
students with disabilities. I have found how bad it is for other students. So I feel like I have 
become more of an activist. Especially with my son preparing to go to college, I have a 
responsibility to use my voice. Valenica feels that she is in two different doctoral programs – the 
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official doctoral program on campus and the one I’ve been shaping outside of campus. I have to 
do it. I don’t have an option. Valencia’s research serves as a vehicle to connect with colleagues 
across the country and expand her research experience. She has not had an opportunity to do 
research with faculty in her program or at KU. So I feel I need to do networking outside of 
campus. I was able to interact with people, and I am glad I did, because I started doing more 
research on my own. I’ve been starting to write with people, no one from campus.  
Valencia’s experiences have shaped how she views her future and academia. There was a 
real disconnect. I feel my program is not walking the talk. They talk a good game, but they are 
not living it out. You know, where there is so much fakeness, so much privilege. Sometimes it 
makes it difficult to develop that sense of belonging, especially in a department where we talk so 
much about inclusion and diversity. We still have a lot of students that are left behind. Valencia 
hopes to disrupt some of the privilege and create a sense of belonging, especially for students 
with disabilities.  
Julie, Ph.D. in Education Policy Studies   
 Julie is a composite character of five study contributors. She grew up in Kentucky with 
her parents. She considers herself of the Appalachia culture, noting how she grew up in the 
holler. For Julie, the holler (also called a hollow) in the Appalachian Mountains was her home. 
Julie’s parents held blue-collar jobs and she is the first in her family (as far back as four 
generations) to attend college. Julie self-identifies as a white, bisexual woman and a first-
generation student. Julie is married and has a daughter. She was recently diagnosed with several 
autoimmune diseases, which have caused her to seek support from disability services at Kenner 
University. Julie’s identities are at the core of how she shows up in her Ph.D. program, 
Education Policy Studies.  
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 I feel like my cultural identity…marks me. Definitely being from an Appalachian 
background and a family that is, you know, would be described as working poor. So I often feel 
weird. I had someone tell me in undergrad I needed a vocal coach, because no one would take 
me seriously because of my accent. I do a lot of code switching between the way I would talk at 
home and the way that I talk with people at the university. I’m not ashamed of where I come 
from. I think you can leave the holler, but it doesn’t leave you. 
 Julie’s educational journey has been drastically different. Right after high school, I went 
to paralegal school, but then found out it wasn’t accredited. Then I went to a small college in 
Tennessee to study police science and administration, but my husband got out of the military and 
so I never finished that program. I value education and nobody in my family ever went to 
college, so I wanted to be that person. I worked a variety of jobs – factory work, warehouse 
work, and law enforcement training. Through that training job, I found that I really enjoyed 
teaching. Julie went to college in Kentucky and majored in art history. She realized that she 
wasn’t happy with the direction of her life, so she decided to do what she wanted to do, what 
made her happy. Then a realization hit me. You can’t get a job in this field, unless you move, you 
have a master’s degree, or both. I started working at an art studio, teaching art to folks that have 
a disability – intellectual and developmental disabilities. I transitioned to working in a public 
school as a para-professional in an alternative education environment. I really began to have a 
heart to advocate for children who are normally failed by public schooling because they have 
trauma or some kind of learning disability or emotional disability.  
 Julie leaned into the advocacy piece and started thinking about pursuing a doctoral 
degree. I was forty-three when I started. When deciding between a Ph.D. program and an Ed.D. 
program, Julie inquired about the difference. I was told that if you were going to do research, 
172 
 
you should get a Ph.D. because in those environments that matters. If you wanted to go into the 
school system, Ed.D. was common but they wouldn’t think negatively about a Ph.D. So to me, it 
seems like the Ph.D. had the advantage. But apparently, among universities, there is a 
preference for the Ph.D. designation and the program is a little different.  
 Since starting her Ph.D. journey, Julie learned quite a bit about academia. However, Julie 
struggles to understand the hierarchy within an institution. I still don’t have a sense of chairs 
versus provost versus deans. I don’t really have a good explanation of where people fall and who 
controls who. But I can tell from what I am seeing that there is a lot that goes on. Based on her 
experience, Julie feels that academia follows the same norms as society. It still has a 
conservatism about it. It has these traditional hierarchies that are built in and power 
differentials that are very much solidly in place. I see the pettiness and the ego. They very much 
function in a patriarchal framework. It’s still very white…very white and very abled.  
 Julie became more aware of the lack of disability awareness in her program and on the 
campus level, since becoming disabled herself. I guess my identity as a disabled person has been 
pretty salient for me. I had to go through the process of getting accommodations and I had to go 
through the process of getting a parking permit on campus. Even though I had a disabled 
parking tag for the state, I needed a different one for the university. I had to submit new 
paperwork and had to go to a board of physicians at the university and they decided if I was 
disabled enough to need a parking pass on campus. I was terrified. Then I found out in reality 
it’s more of a rubber stamp thing and they don’t look too deeply at it. But the way they present it 
to you, it sounds like it’s going to be some big ordeal. Julie is frustrated by the level of 
gatekeeping that occurs at the university, particularly related to disability services. Like 
Valenica, Julie educates others about her disability in order to receive accommodations.  
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 As an Appalachian, first-generation person, Julie often has feelings of imposter 
syndrome. Julie attributes some of these feelings to interacting with her advisor and faculty. 
Have you ever interacted with someone that’s so evident how intelligent they are? It’s like 
intimidating and it’s hard to be…I have had to work to be casual with my advisor. I’m so 
intimidated by her at times and she’s never been extra critical of me. It has been told to me very 
explicitly – you are a reflection of me. Until you leave this program, you are a reflection of me. 
She’s not saying that to be critical or nasty, it’s real life. Julie has found some of her interactions 
with faculty to be reassuring. As someone who identifies with imposter syndrome, Julie feels 
happy she has been able to connect with some faculty. The first day of orientation, I very clearly 
asked, did you guys make a mistake? Are you sure that I’m the one you accepted? The faculty 
laughed with me and said, yes! You are supposed to be here. Julie feels supported in her current 
environment, despite all that she has experienced and the challenges with her disability. The 
support I have received as a doctoral student has been the consistent and honest communication 
with my advisor. My instructors supported my identities – nobody even blinks an eye. They don’t 
care who your husband is, who your partner is, what your children are doing. While it’s 
expected at most educational institutions it isn’t always the case.  
At the beginning of her program, Julie felt a sense of pride and accomplishment. She was 
thrilled to engage in work that aligned with her future career goals of serving children in and out 
of K-12 schools. She anticipated the program to be a lot of work, however, her felt her 
undergraduate experience and her life experiences prepared her for the Ph.D. program. Julie 
imagined doing quite a bit of work alone during her program. In one image showcasing Julie’s 
Ph.D. student experiences, Guy Fiero is smiling even as things get thrown on the fire because 
even though it is so hard being in academia, you just feel happy to be there. At the same time it is 
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scary in way feeling like you can’t control all the things in your life. Fire is exciting and fun, but 
it is also destructive.  
I feel like that encapsulates the idea that your expectations of a thing and its reality don’t 
always align. Then you get into the work and life just throws things at you: illness, trying to 
balance work-life, a new culture and discourse you have to learn to code-switch in, the work 
load, etc. After a while, one gets tired of seeing/reading the same thing. The third image depicts 
a girl lying face down next to a carousel. This process as a doctoral student in education seems 
like a carousel at times. Just keep riding in circles and pontificate….but when do we have the 
time to impact change as we go? Being in education adds extra pressure because real kids are 
impacted by how you do or don’t show up and I work with kids who are already struggling. They 
cannot afford for me to drop the ball with them.   
Conclusion 
This qualitative study centered on three overarching research questions. The first asked 
how do Ph.D. students experience doctoral education? The second question inquired how do 
Ph.D. student experiences align with the institution/program mission statements for graduate 
education? The third question served to connect theory to experience by asking, how do Ph.D. 
academic and life experiences align with the historical expectations of doctoral education?  
The preceding composite character sketches highlight the experiences of the study 
contributors. Each of these doctoral students have experienced life in their Ph.D. programs 
differently, yet there are many commonalities. For example, four of the composite characters 
(Ramon, Valencia, Mark, and Chelsea) noted they entered the Ph.D. program to gain credentials. 
The composite characters highlight that life happens – and the experiences are not siloed. They 
represent the experiences of Ph.D. students not only within the context of doctoral education, but 
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also represent the backgrounds and life experiences that are a part of the Ph.D. experience. In the 
following chapter, I place the seven composite characters in connection with each other in short 





















CHAPTER 5: DOCTORAL STUDENT NARRATIVES 
Introduction  
 This chapter situates the seven composite characters within the context of the institution 
composite character. The resulting representation, narratives (short stories) highlight the three 
themes constructed from the research data. The four themes – Notions Human Capital, There’s 
No Playbook for That, Life Happens, and More Than a Doctoral Student. In the following 
narratives, character thoughts are written in italics. The narratives do not following a particular 




Valencia swiped at the tears streaming down her face. She was over it. Over having to 
explain her disability, over having to navigate the bureaucracy of setting up her 
accommodations, and over feeling the need to defend herself at every turn. Valencia gave an 
audible “humph” of frustration. She pulled her car keys from the leather satchel hanging over her 
shoulder. She pushed the unlock button on the electronic key fob, as she neared her red Kia Soul. 
Opening the driver’s side door, she tossed her satchel into the passenger seat and glanced at her 
watch. 2:30 p.m. She had an hour and a half before she picked up her son from his robotics team 
meeting.  
 Valencia sat in the driver’s seat and took a couple deep breaths, still wiping at the tears 
spilling from her eyes. So much for being inclusive. Valencia fumed. Why doesn’t anyone ask 
how the presentations are going to be accessible for me? Why am I always the one reminding 
people that I have hearing loss? Everybody knows that I have a CART recorder that types 
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everybody’s voices. What a slap in the face. More tears sprang to Valencia’s eyes. She felt tired. 
Her eyes burned from crying and she desperately needed to calm down. She couldn’t drive like 
this. Valencia put her foot on the brake and pushed the start button, the Kia’s engine humming to 
life.  
 Incidents kept popping up this week in relation to her hearing impairment. Valencia 
shook her head remembering the power struggle of working with the campus deaf coordinator 
earlier in the week. The deaf student association had met on Monday morning to start building 
their organization charter. As a new student group, the deaf coordinator had announced that she 
had come up with the idea to start the organization and create a space for deaf and hearing 
impaired students. Valencia’s head snapped up, surprise registering on her face. She stole my 
idea and just took credit for it! As the meeting wore on, Valencia noticed that when she provided 
feedback or suggestions, the coordinator quickly moved past them or brushed them aside. 
Valencia left the meeting, noted the power struggle and decided, okay, forget about it. I am not 
going to get involved.  
 Then on Tuesday evening in her student development theory class, her professor seemed 
to glaze over disability identity theory. The professor talked about four other identity theories, 
and when she got to talk about disability, she gave a five-minute discussion. I was like, 
seriously? There are two students with disabilities in the class, me and another student. She 
didn’t even ask us to weigh into the discussion like she had when discussing other identity 
development theories. Everyone in class was able to weigh into the identity theory they 
connected to – and we were left out. We talk a lot about being inclusive, but nobody cared to 
make me feel included. What about my people?  
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 Valencia shook her head, trying to clear her mind from the incidents this week. The 
incident from class early today had been the icing on the microaggression cake. Literally, no one 
was thinking about inclusion, equity, or her disability when thinking through the presentations 
for the class. How am I going to hear these presentations and critique them if no one includes 
closed caption? I will literally have to stream the video on one computer and use CART on one 
device and have the videos play on another device, and hope that it works out so I can watch 
these videos. No one realizes how much extra work that is for me.  
 Taking another deep breath and wiping her eyes, Valencia checked her face in the rear-
view mirror. Puffy eyes and a red face stared back at hear. Rolling her window down, she put the 
car into drive and pulled out of the parking space. She was thankful for the 45-minute drive, 




 Chelsea was late for the meeting with her Ph.D. advisor. She moved quickly past the 
manicured lawns and large maple trees flanking each side of the sidewalk. Thankfully, her 
advisor was laid back enough to not hold it against her for being late. She had just finished a long 
coffee meeting across campus with the assistant provost for undergraduate education to share her 
proposal for a centralized advising process for all academic programs across campus. Currently, 
KU had a decentralized process – meaning each academic advisor in each academic department 
utilized different processes and paperwork. Chelsea, working with her department chair and the 
dean of the College of Education and Human Development, had devised a plan to bring advising 
practices, policies, and processes in alignment for all campus departments. She knew there would 
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be some resistance, but she was passionate about the project and believed it would serve students 
better than the current process. Chelsea smiled to herself, appreciating the support from her 
department chair and dean to start such a large project.  
 Her mind snapped out of replaying the meeting – she needed to think about her next 
meeting. She was working with her advisor to schedule her prospectus defense; although she still 
felt like she wasn’t ready just yet. Her phone buzzed in her hand – another group message 
popped up in her GroupMe app. She glanced down, tempted to quickly respond, but she decided 
to wait until after her meeting before responding to the group.  
 Earlier that day, Chelsea had sent a message in the group chat, hoping to reconnect with 
her peers after a summer apart. “How do we feel about re-instating Wine Wednesdays this 
semester?” Chelsea texted the group, hoping everyone would be on board.   
“I’m down” Ramon had quickly replied.  
“Me too!” Kathleen chimed in the group text.  
Valencia, Julie, and Amelie liked the message, indicating their agreement to reconnect.  
Amelie suggested someone should call Mark to invite him. “I know he graduated last semester,” 
Amelie said, “but he is having a hard time figuring out his next step. Maybe we can give him 
some support.” Thumbs up signs accented her message.  
Chelsea changed her phone to silent mode and took a deep breath before entering the 
College of Education building. She walked through the carpeted lobby, noting how the sun 
streamed in through the glass windows surrounding the space. The posting board near the 
elevator, cluttered with flyers to encourage students to engage in various study abroad 
experiences, was wrapped in a yellow corrugated paper boarder. Chelsea smiled, thinking back 
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to her grade school experiences. That corrugated paper always reminded her of elementary 
school.   
Exiting the elevator on the fifth floor, Chelsea turned left and walked through the double 
doors to the main lobby of the higher education leadership department. She turned left again after 
passing the reception desk; her advisor’s door was partially open at the end of the hall. Chelsea 
steeled herself – working to catch her breath and focus on the reasons why they shouldn’t move 
forward with scheduling her prospectus defense. She took a deep breath and knocked on the 
wood door before entering.  
“Come in Chelsea,” Dr. Graham, her advisor called.  
Chelsea entered his office and sat down at the chair across from his large oak desk. 
Higher education and student development theory books lined the bookshelves behind him. His 
greying hair was cut short and he glanced up at her over the rim of his black glasses. “Let me 
finish typing this sentence, and we can chat.” Chelsea smiled and nodded, as Dr. Graham’s 
fingers flew quickly over his keyboard.  
Finishing with a flourish of his hand, Dr. Graham said, “okay, let’s schedule this 
defense.”  
Chelsea appreciated Dr. Graham and his guidance, although the quick cut to planning the 
defense bothered her. She wondered why he never asked how she was doing before jumping into 
conversations about her research. Dr. Graham started giving her several dates, which she 
furiously typed in her phone, nodding when he paused to take a breath. “Okay, check with the 
rest of your committee, and then let’s schedule a room to meet. I want to see the updates I sent 
you in two weeks. The defense should happen in the next five to six weeks.”  
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Chelsea nodded once again. “What -?” She opened her mouth and then snapped it shut, 
heat rising through her body. Dr. Graham had lifted his hand, signaling Chelsea to stop talking.  
“Let’s get the defense scheduled and those edits done.” Dr. Graham seemed intent on 
getting the defense scheduled. She wondered what edits he was talking about; she didn’t have an 
email from him this morning about any edits. She assumed he had sent it during her meeting with 
the dean. 
“Okay, I think that’s it. I have to get ready for my next appointment,” Dr. Graham said.  
“Okay, thank you for your time. I will get the defense scheduled. Should I…” Chelsea 
started.  
“Just read my notes,” Dr. Graham cut her off. Chelsea nodded and left Dr. Graham’s 
office, slightly frustrated and very nervous about scheduling the defense. As an academic 
advisor, she hated how transactional the interaction with Dr. Graham had been. She knew he was 
a busy man, but she would have liked to talk with him through her proposed research study. 
There were a few aspects that felt unclear for her when writing the prospectus, and she assumed 
her committee would have similar feelings if they read the current draft. Shaking her head, 
Chelsea looked down at her phone, checking the time. The meeting had lasted approximately 
seven minutes, despite being planned for thirty. Chelsea, noticing 28 new email message alerts 
and 12 new text message alerts, gave a heavy sigh. Clearly she wasn’t going to get another 
minute today to think about the meeting.   
She skimmed through her email messages, looking for anything of high priority. Dr. 
Graham’s message was in her inbox. She noted that he had sent it at the start of their meeting – 
not giving her time to review or prepare for the conversation. Irritation filled her. She disliked 
not being able to engage in a conversation and ask Dr. Graham the list of questions she had about 
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her proposed research study. She sighed and clicked over to her GroupMe app. By now, 
everyone had responded to her message about meeting – and someone had added Mark to the 
group chat. “Great, we can start next week – I will host first,” Chelsea texted. With that, the rest 
of the group started planning dates and hosts for the rest of the semester.  
Wine Wednesdays was a time for Chelsea and her peers to come together and wind down 
mid-week. The group had shared a research methods class over a year ago, and continued to 
build on their friendship. At first, the group started meeting at a restaurant close to campus 
during the semester they had class. When Valencia mentioned that it was difficult for her to 
follow the conversation in a noisy restaurant, the group decided to change locations and host at 
their homes. Wine Wednesdays provided a time for them to speak freely about their research, 
their doctoral student experiences, and life. The seven doctoral students, from different programs 
within the College of Education at Kenner University, found the community and conversation 
refreshing, a place where “academic” speak was not required. Each person hosted once during 
the semester. Those who were hosting supplied the wine, and the others brought light snacks, 
appetizers, or desserts. The group usually met twice a month throughout the semester.   
As her friends posted messages furiously in the group chat, Chelsea smiled. She loved 
connecting with this group and knew that having designated time together would be beneficial 
for everyone. She knew she needed it – she wanted to see everyone, hear about their summers, 
and how they were preparing for the upcoming semester. Chelsea pushed the down elevator 
button to head back to her office, which was located on the second floor in the College of 
Education. She had work to do and suddenly felt overwhelmed by all her responsibilities. 
Chelsea walked into her office, made herself a cup of coffee on the small Keurig, and settled in 





Amelie turned up the music in her green Jeep. She needed to get out of her feelings and 
adjust her attitude before meeting up with her friends for the first Wine Wednesday. Driving 
along the tree-lined street in Chelsea’s neighborhood, she rapped along to DMX. Her light brown 
hair whipped around her neck in the breeze. As she took in deep breaths of fresh air, she felt her 
nerves calm. The doctor’s appointment today had rattled her and she didn’t want to get emotional 
with the group at their first Wine Wednesday of the semester.  
At 6:30 p.m. sharp, Amelie pulled into Chelsea’s driveway, noting she was the first to 
show up at the ranch-style home. The home sat on a corner lot, allowing for a large yard, which 
was fenced in. Chelsea’s golden retriever, Brinkley, raised her head as Amelie walked by, then 
promptly fell back to sleep. Amelie walked through the front door and short entryway, turning 
left into the dining room. Looking disheveled, she placed the homemade chocolate lava cake and 
apple pie on the dining table and gave Chelsea a quick hug. “It’s been that kind of week.”  
Chelsea raised an eyebrow and looked at Amelie, slowly nodding. “I see…baking 
again?”  
“It relieves stress – you know that,” Amelie declared, dipping her head to avoid Chelsea’s 
eye contact. “Where’s Ellen?” Amelie asked, referring to Chelsea’s one-year old daughter.  
“Ellen is with Marcus this week” Chelsea said. “And don’t try changing the subject – I 
have questions about this stress baking situation.”  
Amelie was saved by Mark barging through the front door, a brown grocery bag in his 
hands. “I have cheese and carbs!” he announced proudly. He flung the bag on the dining room 
table to give Chelsea and Amelie hugs. Then he set to unpacking the bag – pulling out four types 
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of cheese, one box of assorted crackers, one loaf of sourdough bread, a small cutting board, and 
four cheese knives. Catching the shared look between Chelsea and Amelie, he said laughing, 
“You know I am always prepared!” Amelie laughed, grateful for Mark’s antics and the 
distraction he provided.  
Ramon was next to appear, followed by Valencia, Kathleen, and Julie. The snack spread 
grew on the table as hot wings, empanadas, a veggie platter, and a fruit platter with chocolate 
dipping sauce appeared with the guests. Chelsea uncorked two bottles of wine, a Merlot and a 
Chardonnay, and started pouring out glasses for her friends. “Remember to drink responsibly. 
You are more than welcome to stay, if needed. I also have more wine in the kitchen.”  
The small group sat down around the dining room table, sipping wine, snacking, and 
making small talk about the new mahogany chairs, noting how the ivory cushioned chairs were 
much more comfortable than the chairs that used to sit around the table. After about twenty 
minutes of chatter, Chelsea shifted in her chair, pulled her curly hair into a bun, and looked at the 
group.  “Officially” starting Wine Wednesdays with her usual loaded question - “How are we 
doing?” She looked around the table as everyone shrugged and nodded. 
“I have a question for the group,” Kathleen offered nervously, leaning forward. “I’ve 
been thinking about my experiences so far and I have been wondering, what “scholarly” 
experiences have you had and how do you know you are a scholar?”  
“Wow, nothing like starting with a loaded question,” Marked laughed. He had been 
thinking about this as he was working on publishing an article, wondering if he was really a 
scholar. This was not something he was ready to share with the group just yet though.  
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“I’m serious. I am looking at all of the things that I have done in the past year or so, and 
even with publications and presentations, I am wondering – am I really doing scholarly work?” 
Kathleen pushed.  
“What do you mean by ‘scholarly’”? Ramon asked, raising his hands to make air 
quotations. “I think I need that clarified before I answer.”  
“Sure, so when I say ‘scholarly’, I am referencing coursework, publications, conferences, 
etc. Any experience that builds your CV or exemplifies your research interests,” Kathleen stated. 
She wasn’t sure this was the best definition, but she tried to make a clear distinction for 
everyone.  
“I think it depends on your advisor and how you measure your growth during your Ph.D. 
program,” Mark started. “I think your advisor plays a huge role in the development of who you 
are as a scholar. And you are lucky, Kathleen, you have a fabulous advisor who really pushes 
you.” Kathleen shifted uncomfortably in her chair and slowly nodded, not wanting to comment 
on her advisor just yet.  
“I agree with Mark to a certain extent” Valencia chimed in. “You know my advisor 
retired after I completed the certificate program before I started the Ph.D. My current advisor is 
good, but I feel like I got more support from my first advisor.”  
Kathleen nodded. She knew the advisor change hadn’t been the easiest transition for 
Valencia. Valencia’s first advisor had retired, leaving Valencia without a connection in the 
department. While her new advisor was helpful, Valencia felt he often did not understand the 
challenges related to her disability. Valencia had shared her frustrations with Kathleen during the 
qualitative class they were in together, noting that she didn’t feel connected to her program and 
was not making progress toward her interest in doing research. Kathleen had offered Valencia 
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support when she mentioned the desire to do more research and publishing, sharing the 
conference list and journal reference sheet her advisor provided. Valencia had attended the 
ASHE conference and found connections to colleagues who shared research interests. The new 
colleagues brought Valencia into the fold and included her on a research project they had 
recently started. Kathleen was happy Valencia was able to expand her research experience, and 
felt disappointed that not all doctoral students experienced the support and genuine care she felt 
from her advisor. Valencia’s voice snapped Kathleen back to the present.   
“Instead of talking to my advisor about my goals, my research, and my interest, we spend 
most of the time, the little he has, talking about my accommodations and self-advocacy. For him 
to see me at my lowest, to see me cry, it becomes awkward. It feels like I have to worry about 
my reputation and how others perceive me, you know, my identity a scholar and my future. 
Navigating these identities has been a challenge.”  
Valencia paused and took a sip of wine. She felt nervous to continue, worried that her 
friends may question why she felt the way she did. As a student over 40, she was very used to 
doing things on her own. She was not used to asking for help – or even admitting she needed 
help. With her hearing loss and the issues with her accommodations, she was getting better at 
seeking out support, but it was still awkward for her to ask for help. She glanced at Kathleen, 
who gave her an encouraging nod. “So, I’m training myself. How to be a doctoral student and 
how to become a more well-rounded professional. It feels like nobody in my department knows 
anything about students with disabilities or disability services, which is my research focus. So I 
feel I need to network outside of campus. When I went to ASHE, I connected with people 
presenting on disability research, and I’m glad I did – that’s how I started doing more research 
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on my own. I feel like I’m in two different types of doctoral programs, the official program at 
KU and the one that I’m shaping myself outside of campus.”  
“And you feel like you are developing more as a scholar now?” Kathleen asked. 
Valencia nodded emphatically. “I know it. I have asked my advisor for a while to do a 
special topic class or to do research with him. He kept saying no…until I told him I wanted to do 
research so I could present at ASHE. That changed everything and he said yes! I was surprised, 
but at the same time I was thinking, oh you said yes because it’s convenient for you.” Valencia 
sat back and shrugged her shoulders. It wasn’t always a struggle with her advisor – he had his 
good moments, but those seemed to be few and far between.  
“I agree that changing advisors can cause a shift in your scholarly development. Before 
my first advisor left the institution, I had five or six publications, which is really good. With my 
current advisor…well, today we had a seven minute meeting – and I didn’t say a word!” Chelsea 
laughed. “I am now scheduling a prospectus defense; although I am not sure I am ready.”  
Ramon flashed his easy-going smile, “That’s awesome Chelsea! Let’s toast to scheduling 
that milestone!” Everyone lifted their glasses in the air – “Cheers!”  
“I get it, though,” Ramon said. “I dread calling my advisor, mostly because she’s been 
fairly ambivalent toward me. I don’t feel like I am getting the same guidance as other people in 
my program. Until about eight months ago, we had not talked about the dissertation. We’ve 
never talked about publications.”  
“Sometimes I feel intimated by my advisor. Like, have you ever interacted with someone 
and it’s so evident how intelligent they are? I have to work to be casual around her because I am 
so intimidated sometimes. Maybe it’s because I always keep in mind what she said – ‘you are a 
reflection of me’. She’s never been extra critical of me. She has a very strong sense of ethics and 
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wanting to do the right thing at all times,” Julie commented, taking a sip of water from the glass 
in front of her. 
“What about other faculty? Do you think other faculty are helping you become a 
scholar?” Kathleen asked, her voice low. It really made her sad to hear how her friends struggled 
to connect with their advisor, especially because she felt her advisor was pushing her to become 
a scholar.  
“I still think it depends,” Amelie declared. “I think it’s easy for faculty to be like oh, 
look, you are like me and you want to be like me, so I’m going to help you. Although for those 
of us who recognize there are not enough tenure track positions for every doctoral student, I 
think they just don’t even know what to do. I had a professor ask me – why are you here if you 
don’t want to be a tenure track faculty? Then I had another faculty member for a course I took 
and felt I was able to connect with them, so they are on my committee. I think faculty do support 
you, but I think you have to seek that out. They’re not just going to check on you.” 
Amelie’s advisor was often on sabbatical doing research. While Amelie thought this was 
fantastic, she had hoped she would gain more insight into the research process from her advisor; 
however, that wasn’t really the case. She had minimal connection with other faculty in her 
department. It seemed that once the faculty knew that she wasn’t sure about pursuing a faculty 
role, they paid little attention to her. This was frustrating, especially with an absent advisor. 
Amelie hoped the situation would improve once she moved into comps and her dissertation.   
“It really does feel like you have to take the initiative,” Ramon added. “I worked with an 
excellent faculty member when I was doing research at Oxford last summer. She was the former 
roommate of a faculty member here on campus.”  
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“For some programs though, you can only work on research if you have an assistantship. 
That’s what happens in my department. Faculty seem hesitant to work with you if you don’t have 
that assistantship- that financial motivation to do the work. I have a friend who is defending next 
month, and she was telling me how disappointed she was that she didn’t have the opportunity to 
do research or publish,” Valencia chimed in.  
“Some of the challenge comes with working full-time and taking a full course load,” 
Mark said. “I feel like faculty really knew me and my research interests, but they also knew I 
worked full time”.  
“I was never interested in extra research, but I was interested in teaching. My second year 
I got to teach a class with my faculty mentor. That was really enjoyable and confirmed for me 
that I would like to teach in the future,” Amelie chimed in.  
There was a pause in the conversation as people stood up to refill their plates and wine 
glasses. “Good question to kick us off Kathleen,” Chelsea said, “although I’m not sure you got 
the answer you were looking for today”.  
“No, it was good – it definitely gives me something to think about. Especially if I am 
thinking of becoming a faculty member in the future. I need to understand not all experiences are 
just like mine.” Kathleen had been thinking about pursuing a faculty role since her first day in 
the Ph.D. program. Although it was grueling work and the deadlines didn’t always line up with 
her teaching job, she loved research. Writing wasn’t her favorite task, but she knew she was 
improving with every manuscript submission.  
As the group settled back around the table, Julie spoke up. “I think it’s interesting that 
imposter syndrome or the feelings of self-doubt didn’t come up just now.”  
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“What do you mean?” Kathleen asked. “Are you thinking in terms of how we approach 
our development as a scholar?”  
Julie nodded slowly. “Yeah…maybe. I also think imposter syndrome could be defined as 
that feeling of not belonging or not being in the right place. Maybe it’s more of not feeling 
accepted into the space...” Julie’s voiced trailed off as she tried to define imposter syndrome.  
“I’ve never been one to really allow self-doubt to seep into my being. And being in this 
doctoral program has made me reflect – like wow, I’ve got some insecurities that I obviously 
wasn’t quite aware of,” Chelsea shared, “especially thinking about this prospectus defense. I just 
don’t feel prepared or confident in what I am doing with my research. One last piece – I think 
that because we are in doctoral programs, people expect us to understand the hierarchy and roles 
of everyone in the system. I work in the system and I have no idea what faculty actually do 
during the day, who they report to, who holds them accountable, etc. There seems to be so much 
bureaucracy that you have to navigate on the faculty side. I have that in my work, but it feels 
different than what faculty may experience.”  
“Yeah, I think it’s also about how I talk. I still just talk how I talk, so I never sound super 
scholarly. It’s just I am who I am” Julie chimed back in. “So, I have carried some of the 
experiences from my past with me. Like when I was told I needed to have a vocal coach to sound 
more professional because no one is going to take me seriously because of my Appalachian 
accent. Maybe some of it is rooted in comparison. Like, I have this overwhelmed feeling that 
everything is taking me longer than other people. Maybe it’s also that expectation that we need 
to quote everything we read or speak with language suited toward academia. I am pretty direct 
and speak plainly. It’s like if you don’t want a direct answer, then you probably shouldn’t ask me 
the question,” Julie ended in a laugh.  
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 “Some of it is also that folks outside of higher ed have no idea what it’s like to go 
through a doctoral program,” Mark said. “So you have to find your own circle of peers, people 
who understand what you are going through and feeling. You need to be supportive of one 
another. You still may doubt yourself, but at least you have people around you who have felt the 
same way. I had somebody who I’m not really close to say something to me during my last 
semester. I was feeling anxious about writing and producing my best work. She told me just 
come on. Get it done. Don’t worry about if anyone reads or downloads your dissertation. I 
honestly don’t care whoever downloads my dissertation. Don’t get caught up on how other folks 
have included it in their research. Once it’s done and published, you’re done. It’s not going to be 
your best work and that’s okay.”  
“So maybe imposter syndrome shows up differently for everyone. Knowing who to talk 
to, what you need, how you will or won’t change to fit the academic mold, while still having the 
feelings that you maybe don’t belong,” Julie said. A silence settled over the group as they 
reflected on the conversation.  
Taking advantage of the break, Chelsea stood and asked if anyone needed anything.  
“I actually need to get home,” Valencia said, “I still have to drive about an hour”.  
“Same here…I need to finish a paper that’s due tomorrow,” Julie chuckled.  
The group asked if they needed to help clean up and Chelsea waved them off. “Go home 
friends…and drive safe”. One by one, they gathered any leftovers and personal items, then 
headed out the door. “Good chat everyone” Kathleen called as she headed out the door. “See you 







 On the drive home, Kathleen felt conflicted and contemplative. It really bothered her that 
her friends had such varied experiences, especially when it came to filling their CVs and the 
advisor relationship. She thought about why she was pursuing the Ph.D. and the support she 
received along the way. My dad is an academic and a Ph.D. holder himself. He gets what I am 
going through. I also have a mentor who really encouraged me to apply. She would always tell 
me, ‘You need to get your Ph.D.’ She kept setting me up to have access to the spaces and people 
within the program. She always told me, ‘You’re ready’.  
 As she stopped at a traffic light, Kathleen thought about what made the relationship with 
her advisor so different. She picked me, right? And because she picked me, it also gave me a 
responsibility to her. Because she has really, really big dreams, and she trusts me to help her 
make these dreams come true. I have become her co-conspirator and we push each other to do 
more. When I look at my CV, it is full. It was empty before I walked into the space and now it is 
full.  
 As the light changed to green, Kathleen realized it was more than just the support or trust 
in the relationship with her advisor. It was belief. Because she believes in me, that’s why I 
believe in her. Then that transfers over into mutual respect, building on each other. Kathleen 
thought about the time her advisor had reached out about a situation she was experiencing with a 
project. There are times, where in academia, she is wrecked and she confides in me – what it 
feels like, how to move forward – so I know how important it is to have somebody who’s riding 
for you and understands that space. I know that I can do that with her as well. Like the other 
day, she texted me and at some point I texted back, I am going through a lot and I just don’t feel 
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like talking right now. Her response wasn’t to push me to respond to her. Instead she texted, 
‘You know you can talk to me about anything, absolutely anything. In any way that you show up, 
I’m going to support you. And when do we get that from regular people in our lives?  
 Kathleen pulled into the parking lot of her apartment complex, feeling thankful. She 
knew that she had a special relationship with her advisor. She parked in front of her building and 
turned off the headlights. After turning off the engine, she grabbed her phone to text her advisor 
– Thank you for having my back. Kathleen headed into her apartment as her phone vibrated in 
her hand, signaling a response from her advisor. Always.  
⁂ 
Experiencing the Mission 
Valencia arrived thirty minutes late to Wine Wednesday at Mark’s apartment. The 
meeting with her colleagues about their recent research project flowed well and she didn’t want 
to cut the conversation short. Even though they were using a video platform to meet, she felt a 
sense of belonging and comradery. As she drove to Mark’s apartment, she reveled in the surge of 
energy she felt from the conversation. Valencia knocked on Mark’s door, hearing the loud, 
muffled voices of her friends. Mark answered the door with a glass of wine in one hand and 
waved her in with the other. As she passed through the entryway, Valencia took the glass of wine 
Mark offered and lowered herself onto the couch. The coffee table in front of her held the 
evening’s spread of hot and cold hors d’oeuvres.  
“I think I've had my fill of four-year, research-oriented universities where it is literally 
cut-throat at the extreme…just in terms of, you know, publish or perish and…that is just not an 
environment I want to promote, and I find it very, very, very difficult…consistently” Chelsea 
commented. Julie and Mark nodded in agreement.  
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“Hey Valencia…” Julie greeted her, brushing her hair out of her eyes before continuing 
her statement. “I don't think I'll ever be full-time faculty. I don't think that's my route, but I 
would like to teach a class as an adjunct.”  
“Agreed,” Ramon said definitively. They shifted in the chair, pushing their plate toward 
the center of the table. “Part of me doesn’t want to teach, but then, part of me wants to provide a 
better environment than what I have experienced.”  
“You have had it rough, Ramon” Mark said, nodding in agreement.  
“Yes. A conversation for a different day. Let’s get back to your question Mark,” Ramon 
said tersely.  
 As Valencia settled into the conversation, Mark brought her up to date with the 
conversation. “We are talking about our experiences and whether they align with what these 
mission statements claim. Within the past three years, KU had revamped the mission and vision 
statements at every level of the institution,” Mark said, mimicking quotations with his fingers in 
the air, “you know to ‘strive to have more alignment with the institution, colleges, and programs 
across campus.’”  
 Valencia feigned annoyance by rolling her eyes before letting go of a laugh. She knew 
the group had some feelings about their experiences and what was touted on the institution’s 
website. Wondering why Mark would bring this topic up, she took a few sips of wine and 
nibbled on the cheese and crackers in front of her. “Sounds interesting,” she said.  
 Kathleen shifted uncomfortably on the floor, part in response to how she was sitting and 
part in response to the topic. “My experience reflects this mission statement but that’s because 
there’s a lot of support systems that let the mission come to light.” Kathleen’s tone quickly 
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changed as she said haughtily, “However, not all of our classmates are going to become our 
colleagues. I could do without that part.”  
 Ramon glanced over at Kathleen, raising an eyebrow. “Sorry, that was abrasive” she said.  
 Ramon laughed and agreed with her. “There’s some really cool people that do cool things 
at the institution. So I think that’s true. Am I going to be colleagues with everyone? Definitely 
not. I think the collaboration/collegial environment is there, but in a shady way. I don’t think the 
doctoral students have an open and collaborative environment with faculty. I think if we have an 
idea that fits outside of the beliefs of a faculty member, we get challenged, which most often 
feels negative.” Ramon paused for a moment, then continued his rant. “The institution is an 
engine of social inequality. Serving the people of the world – sure that could happen. Serving the 
state of Michigan? I don’t know. There are certainly some people, there are some ways that that 
happens. The state has a lot of issues. I just don’t know that we’re living any of this. Maybe I am 
just cynical of mission statements in general. They aren’t really developed with graduate students 
in mind anyway.” 
 “There is this real disconnect,” Amelie added. “Like, if you’re not walking your 
talk…then you’re talking a good game here, but you’re not living it out. That’s why I think 
mission statements should be taken with a grain of salt. I can see some aspects in play, but for 
the most part there is a disconnect. I also think it’s disappointing, to me at least, that they are 
preparing us to do all these academic things, and we probably have the skills, but where do we 
go to use the skills or how do we put them into practice? In some ways I feel like they are 
preparing us well, but we don’t necessarily know what to do with that after we leave.”  
 “Agreed. Going back to the social justice piece, I think there’s a whole lot of social 
justice, diversity talk for a program and institution that can’t retain faculty of color. Professional 
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practice? Yep. Research? Yes. Understanding how to go out and create change in education 
systems? Sure. Ways to contribute to globally solve complex problems? That seems a bit of a 
stretch. I think they put an effort in to work towards it. But is it lived out day to day? Meh.”  
 Julie jumped in, adding “We pay lip service to diversity. There are diversity hires. But 
what kind of diversity? Race? Gender? We have diversity committees but I have been told it 
would be a waste of time to serve on one. It seems that a lot of these committees have big ideas 
that go nowhere. I have a friend who is an African American woman who served on a diversity 
committee. She said it was infuriating for her because the white people on the committee did not 
listen to her. So you know, a committee about diversity that doesn’t do much, with white people 
doing what white people do.”  
 “Would it be awkward to point out your whiteness, Julie? Ramon asked. 
 “Not at all. I am aware of my whiteness. I also know I don’t always think the same way 
other white folks do. I can still call out when we continue to work in the same systems that 
primarily serve white people…” Julie retorted.  
 “I’m not attacking you, Julie,” Ramon responded. “I was just merely pointing out your 
criticality of the white people on the committee. I feel the same way about Latinx folks. There’s 
a difference in the diaspora of Latinx…where I grew up there were a lot of immigrants; we all 
worked in the fields. Then having experienced my master’s program in the Midwest, there’s a 
different understanding of Latinx. So when I would make remarks on Latinx studies and be 
critical about the exclusion of the full spectrum. Like I am Latinx, but Latinx for me is not the 
same as Latinx for Valencia,” Ramon said.  
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 “It makes me wonder whether the people in the room writing mission statements consider 
all identities – race, gender, sexuality, class, (dis)ability, graduate, undergraduate? And if so, 
how do they convey that through the mission statement?” Chelsea added in.  
 “I would think that they don’t. It feels, at least to me, that when the institution says 
diversity, we mean race. Maybe gender. Definitely not (dis)ability or sexuality as diversity. The 
institution talks a good game, but again, we are not living it out,” Amelie observed.  
 “What about the College of Education in particular?” Mark asked. 
 “Does this mean you have a specific response already?” Ramon joked. 
 “I do!” Mark exclaimed. “I think the College has gone through some transition. I would 
also say the Higher Education Leadership program, in particular, understands that at the end of 
the day, the students that are part of the program are administrators and so we all know that we 
need to help our students and the institution do well. I think it’s more about us bringing it into the 
classroom, than I think sometimes them bringing it to us.” 
 Valencia jumped in. “I would say it’s fluid. So, for example, in my program mission 
statement it says that graduates are empowered…yes at moments I have been empowered and at 
moments I felt like they created a roadblock. It’s not one hundred percent all the time.” Kenner 
University recently revamped all of the mission and vision statements to include trendy buzz 
words such as diversity, inclusion, and change. These words bothered Valencia, especially in 
relation to her experiences as a student with a disability.  
 “I think the institution focuses more on undergraduate students. So for graduate students, 
there are opportunities and work, but not as many. I don’t feel like they completely recognized 
that the graduate students they have right now are different from the graduate students they had 
ten years ago,” Valencia said.  
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 Chelsea chimed in. “I agree. Right now in my program, all of us except like two or three, 
all of us have responsibilities. You know, family responsibilities, full-time jobs, side hustles to 
pay the bills. Most of my colleagues have a leadership role in their full-time job. They have 
family – either kids or parents to take care of at home. So I don’t think we have enough 
opportunity to interact and grow in a different way because we don’t really have those activities 
where we can make it fit into our personal commitment. Plus, the challenge is our higher 
education system. Because I work at the institution, I am not able to get paid for assistantships, 
research, teaching, etc. So, if I do that, I have to negotiate with my supervisor to take time away 
from work. But then I am giving free labor to the institution. In the past, a graduate student was 
managing all of these things and everything happened on campus.”  
 “Kind of makes the statements about diversity and inclusion laughable. Honestly, I think 
it’s fake. Unfortunately, that is something that I have realized about academia. There is so much 
fakeness and so much privilege. Sometimes it makes it difficult to develop that sense of 
belonging, especially in a department where we talk so much about inclusion and diversity, but 
we still have a lot of students that are left behind. Right now, there’s nobody in my department 
who is a Latino, a Hispanic. There is nobody with a disability. So, it’s difficult for me to 
connect,” Valencia said.  
 “I hear that,” Mark interjected, “It feels like we are still part of the system – just by being 
in the doctoral program, or in my case, recently finishing the Ph.D. We somehow are part of the 
privilege and dare I say, perpetuate that privilege by being in the space. However, I am holding 
out that we can continue to make change and move in a more positive and inclusive direction. I 
have to, or else I might go crazy.” 
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Raising her glass, Valencia exclaimed, “Cheers to the change that doesn’t really make a 
change or going crazy!”  
 The group shared an uncomfortable laugh, each believing there had to be a different way 
to experience the academy. Everyone made a move to start clearing plates and preparing to 
leave, taking a moment to breathe deeply. The conversation was troubling to the group. As a 
doctoral student, each of them felt powerless. For some who were employees at the institution, 
they felt a deep need to make sure their students did not experience the disconnect between 
mission and practice. Everyone felt change was possible, but not probable. That realization 
carried some heavy weight with it.  
⁂ 
Interrogating Identities 
The next two weeks passed in a blur for Julie. She was working with a group of friends 
on another presentation for the upcoming teaching and learning conference on campus. She had 
almost forgotten about hosting until Valencia had texted her on Sunday afternoon to plan the 
menu.  
Julie loved hosting Wine Wednesdays, despite the nervousness she felt about having her 
peers over to her home. Hosting made her feel anxious, almost like she wasn’t good enough or 
her home wasn’t nice enough for her peers. Julie and Valencia co-hosted Wine Wednesdays, as 
Valencia knew most of her friends would not make the near-hour drive to her home to hang out. 
Plus, her son and parents were there. When Julie and Valencia hosted, it meant a full, family-
style spread, which for Julie took away some of the pressure to present an orderly kitchen and 
dining space. The group was asked to bring plates/flatware, beverages, and desserts. Julie and 
Valencia spent time cooking together before the group arrived. 
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While preparing the meal, Valencia and Julie chatted about their research interests and 
the current projects they were working on. Both admitted to being tired from all the 
responsibilities on their plates. Valencia shared that the group gatherings were really starting to 
help her see that she had a group of people to rely on. Julie agreed – noting that she was starting 
to be more comfortable, despite the state of her home.  
Everyone started to arrive, bringing in gusts of cold air when the door opened. Ramon 
commented on the aroma in the house, “It smells like home!” Since the hosts had made dinner, 
Kathleen and Amelie started pouring out wine for everyone as they settled in Julie’s dining 
room. Her daughter was in the den, and they didn’t want to make her move. After everyone was 
settled, Julie shared a smile with Valencia. “I reckon it’s time for our opening activity!” Her 
Appalachian accent almost sang the group to attention.  
“Aw, Julie, c’mon. We aren’t your elementary school kids,” Mark sighed. Mark disliked 
forced, “fun” activities – probably because he utilized similar ones as icebreakers with the 
student leaders he advised.  
“I’m ready,” Valencia offered laughing.  
“Of course you are, you two are hosting together tonight. You already know the activity.” 
Ramon said, half joking, half whining. 
Julie chuckled. “All y’all, take out your phones. To get us focused on this space and time, 
I want you to find two images – one that describes what you thought your doctoral experience 
would be like and one that signifies how you feel about your experience today,” Julie instructed. 
“You have five minutes to find ‘em.” 
Amelie smiled at Julie, noting the slight code switch occurring with her phrases tonight. 
This typically happened when Julie was either nervous or had been drinking for a while. 
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Knowing what she knew about her friend, Amelie guessed Julie was still feeling pretty 
uncomfortable with having the group in her home. Amelie found the accent reassuring for some 
reason, although she couldn’t really explain it. Maybe it allowed Julie to show her true self, 
despite how she felt in the moment.  
The group settled into a comfortable silence, scrolling through their phones. Kathleen 
used the notebook that was always with her – first identifying key words that came to mind, then 
searching for images to match. Mark, with feigned annoyance and an exasperated sigh, pulled his 
cell phone from his left pocket and starting typing. Soon he was absorbed in scrolling through 
pictures as he reflected on his Ph.D. experiences. 
“Two minutes!” Julie sang out the warning.   
Amelia sighed. She loved her friends, but she wasn’t in the right mindset today for an 
activity. She just wanted to drink some wine and eat some carbs. The word “lonely” kept coming 
to mind. She wondered why that particular word kept coming up for her. Was she in her head too 
much, thinking about comps? Maybe it was the therapy session she had the previous day and she 
was still working through some of those emotions. Instead of fighting it, she gave in to the 
feeling and started Googling images for “lonely”. She hoped she wasn’t the only one who felt 
this way.  
Ramon smiled to himself. He secretly loved the activities Julie initiated. The activities 
seemed to allow for a different atmosphere and an increased level of comfort. Ramon gripped his 
pencil and his hand flew over the notebook page in front of him. He drew two images and sat 
back to review his artwork.  
“If you have found your images, you can grab a plate and refill your beverage or there’s 
coquito,” Julie said.  
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Ramon, Amelie, and Mark immediately popped up from their chairs and laughed – 
breaking the silence in the room. They headed into Julie’s kitchen to fix their plates. With a 
background in hospitality, Valencia valued creating an atmosphere with good food. Tonight, the 
menu boasted mofongo, tostones, and beans and rice. The semester was starting to wind down, 
which meant coquito was added to the drink menu. It was Valencia’s special family recipe for 
the coconut milk beverage. It was delicious, but known to pack a punch.  
“Drink that slowly,” Valenica warned Ramon who was holding a larger tumbler of 
coquito. “It’s really strong this time.”  
Ramon smiled back at her, “It’s always strong…and I am here for it today!”  
The group chatted as they ate their family-style meal, discussing the upcoming end of the 
semester and the approaching holiday season. The atmosphere was jovial with a hint of 
exhaustion. The semester had taken its toll on each of the group members in different ways, but 
tonight they were celebrating the end and were looking forward to the winter break.  
“Okay friends,” Julie announced, after everyone had stopped eating. “Let’s talk 
perceptions and realities. Who wants to share their images first?”  
“I  can go first,” Kathleen offered. She was nervous to share her images with the group, 
but remembered that she was with friends. “So, I actually found a couple images for each 
part….”  
“Of course you did; such an overachiever,” Ramon teased.  
Kathleen smiled and shrugged her shoulders, “I’m sure I’m not the only overachiever in 
this group. Okay, can I go back to my images now?” Kathleen teased back and then turned her 
phone around to show the group her images. 
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 “The books, graduation cap, and diploma situated in a library signify the learning that I 
thought I would experience. I have always believed academia to be nestled within books so 
easily accessible to all those who open the pages. However, I realized this very narrow view of 
the ivory tower…it wasn’t enough. Knowing the authors, constructing an understanding of 
theory was not enough to have a foot in the door in academia.” 
“The books in this image and the girl  signify the isolation and learning that I thought I 
would be experiencing. I honestly thought that as long as I read the pages and wrote the papers, I 
would be able to get the job after completing my program. It situated me within a very narrow 
view of the ivory tower, which is academia. However, it wasn’t enough. Knowing the authors, 
constructing an understanding of theory was not enough to have a foot in the door in academia. 
So I began to feel like I was not good enough.”  
Kathleen used her thumb to slide the screen to the left, pausing on a picture of an African 
American woman writing with a laptop open in front of her. “It felt like no matter the words I 
wrote or the knowledge I had, my insight wasn’t enough, especially for an academic playing 
field that was not adequately constructed for me. So, I had to put in more work, sometimes 
processing with paper and pencil, before feeling comfortable enough to write. I also chose this 
second picture due to the sense of isolation that I thought I would occupy when entering the 
program. I believed I would be working in isolation, slowly working to construct my 
understanding and knowledge.”  
“I’m with you on the isolation piece, although, I selected images that showcased that 
feeling for my experiences during the program,” Chelsea said.  
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Kathleen nodded. “The isolation feeling is real. That feeling of not being enough or not 
being correct in class often leaves me wondering if I’m the only one who feels this way. Even 
with a wonderful advisor, I still have these moments of doubt. Am I as good as she thinks I am?”  
Amelie glanced over at Kathleen, “Really? I wasn’t expecting you to have these feelings 
with all the support from your advisor and all the things you have accomplished during the 
program.”  
“Looks can be deceiving. The isolation and imposter syndrome can wreak havoc on my 
psyche,” Kathleen said, again swiping left on her phone, showing a drastically different image. 
The image was depicted faces of women, with the two main images being the faces of Black 
women. One face had a mask pulled away from it, while the second face seemed to be split to 
represent a mask, this one being held by what appeared to be a white hand.  
“This picture represents the removal of my identity in the pursuit of conducting research. 
I believe academia has slowly removed my identity as a black woman to construct a theoretical 
lens and gain notoriety. On the other hand, my identity has not been validated unless displayed 
by the white supremacist agenda. These images represent the deconstruction of my experience as 
an academic. I stopped working in isolation, became part of a community, and researched 
intersectionality within academia,” Kathleen sighed and leaned back in her chair. She felt 
drained and wondered if anyone around the table identified with what she had experienced.  
“There’s a lot to unpack there, thank you for sharing. I hear you when you talk about 
academia removing your identity. I have felt some of that too, although I think I am confused by 
what you mean,” Ramon said.  
“I’m not sure I can fully explain it yet,” Kathleen countered slowly. “As a Ph.D. student, 
I am a woman first. Before I am Black. And that’s just because that alone is the hardest to be a 
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woman in this space, particularly with a background in science, technology, or math. The STEM 
field, particularly in academia, is blatantly white and male. However, I know that I must honor 
the intersections that are who I am and that has taken some time. I think I am still learning how 
to honor all of my intersecting identities. I am often thinking past microaggressions from 
teachers and the system that has been constructed. I’m still working through it, but this is where I 
am right now.”  
“I think we are all working through the intersections and microaggressions that we 
experience. I hear you Kathleen, and I thank you for sharing. Microaggressions are not solely 
focused on race, right? We experience them based on gender, age, class or first-generation status, 
sexuality, and (dis)ability,” Valencia glanced at each of her peers as she called out each of the 
identities. “For me, it is always about the disability. That identity seems to take over,” Valencia 
shared.  
“I hope this doesn’t make me sound too naïve,” Amelie started, “I think I’ve never 
realized how white I am, I don’t mean in a cultural white way, but I mean just…well, I do mean 
in a cultural way, I am white. That’s never been something that I even had to think about 
before.” Amelie glanced around the room, not knowing if her revelation added to the discussion. 
She was uncomfortable with how to put this into words, not just to the group but to herself.  
Chelsea jumped in with a new spin to the conversation. “I appreciate the conversation 
about race, but what about all of our identities? I mean, you all know me, I am a multiracial 
Black woman and I study race. But I am also a first-generation student. And a single mother. I 
am also older than some of the folks in my program. I work full-time. We have all these 
identities; the conversation cannot just be about race.”  
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Julie jumped in, “I agree. I am also first-gen. My birth father couldn’t even read. Being 
from an Appalachian background, people would describe my family as working poor. I identify 
as LGBTQ, but people that I work with, don’t know that. Unless they know me personally and it 
happens to come up that I am married to a man. So my bisexuality, it doesn’t really come up. But 
it is something that I would consider in any institution that I would work for. It’s important to me 
that they’d be an affirming place. My daughter is gay and I’m not involving her in any 
environment which she would feel she would not be welcomed or affirmed.”  
“Being older than everybody for sure is something on my mind. I have to get home and 
feed my kid and my parents. Part of being older also means I’m not shy about saying I don’t 
know what the hell’s going on or I need help. Unless it has to do with the disability, and then I 
cannot seem to ask for help as much. Sometimes I feel that because I’m older, I’m just not 
intimidated that much by people, but then when it comes to the disability, that’s a different 
story,” Valencia commented.  
“This thread of tension of grappling with our identities is enlightening,” Mark 
commented. “I have thought quite a bit about my identities. Education has largely worked for 
me. I came from an upper-middle class family. I largely didn’t experience education inequities, 
or any inequities for that matter. Knowing this, challenged me in some ways…challenged my 
thinking because I had to re-learn how I viewed people, especially people in my program. I could 
take the summer to read or laser focus on the dissertation, but in the beginning I would look at 
someone else and think, why are you slacking? Then, as I came into this awareness, I had to take 
into consideration that they may have other things to do, other humans to take care of…I don’t 
even own a plant! Thank you for reminding me that I need to continue to look at people – my 
colleagues, my students, through this lens of awareness.” 
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“Let me show you what came to mind for me during our little activity.” The group 
chuckled as Ramon flashed their smile and rolled their eyes.  
“So, I distinctly remember thinking about what my life would look like in a Ph.D. 
program. I remember thinking, I’m going to go to class 9 hours a week and then I’ll have the rest 
of the week to work out, think about things, connect with people, do interesting research…all 
from a coffee shop!”  
“Ha! I am with you on the coffee shop idea,” Mark laughed loudly.  
Ramon laughed with him and held up the sheet of paper that depicted his understanding 
of the Ph.D. process.  “I understood the doctoral student process as clear. I drew this image 
because all I had to do was complete course work, propose, and defend.” Ramon displayed his 
drawing – a stick person with clear milestones to accomplish, surrounded by joy and support, 
and sun. The final step, the defense, led to graduation and a happy stick figure.  “See, along the 
way I would get the support I needed, the opportunity to make lasting colleagues, and obtain the 
skills needed to be a successful academic. I understood that it would take work, but ultimately, it 
would be one of the most rewarding experiences in my life.”  
Ramon smiled at their artwork and thought about how different their experience was 
from their expectations. They thought back to Kathleen’s words about academia removing 
identity and stopped smiling. A variety of emotions filled them as they glanced down at the 
second hand-drawn picture on the table in front of them. Ramon held up the picture for his 
friends to see. 
 “I drew the second picture because it was a complete plot twist and it felt gloomy. I drew 
a tornado because it causes major damage and is unpredictable – and that’s how I felt about the 
interactions and experiences in my Ph.D. program. I also drew lightning because they are steady, 
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and the hostility I felt was steady. And lastly, I drew a flying cow because it was humorous in a 
way – it’s like ‘this can’t get any worse’ and then bam, it does,” Ramon laughed forcibly. “And 
really, the only way to survive that is by chuckling.”   
The group laughed with Ramon as their pictures were passed around the room. “At least 
the tornado hit next to you,” Mark offered, laughing.  
“It doesn’t feel that way,” Ramon responded soberly. “I am constantly questioning, ‘why 
am I doing this anyway’? It makes me feel like I am just holding on. I have always felt inferior. I 
think this is partly because some people, my advisor in particular, have intentionally made me 
feel this way. I think because of my class level and maybe other minoritized identities, I have felt 
like I am/deserve to be treated as ‘not worthy’.” 
“You are worthy,” Chelsea interjected, “it’s just that imposter syndrome creeping in.”  
Ramon slowly nodded, “I also think my unwillingness to align and perform meritocratic 
whiteness is what cause a lot of turbulence. My identities as a Latinx, queer, first-generation, and 
differently abled person…I think are linked to that turbulence. I think faculty also forget that 
we’re humans and all that human stuff impacts us while in the Ph.D. process – it’s not separate. 
Life happens. Ugh. This whole process has felt like I’m stuck in really bad weather, dodging a 
tornado.”  
“The only thing I would mention is that education and faculty should know better. As we 
are all involved in programs that study education systems, inequities, and topics such as 
“identity”, “student success”, “diversity, equity, and inclusion”, “a critical lens” - faculty know 
so very little about who we are as individuals or how to enact these concepts in their own work 
with doctoral students. More important, it seems faculty do not care to have such values 
congruence between their research and practice. It feels disgusting, really,” Mark was frustrated, 
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feeling the tension between the ivory tower and the student experience with his peers through the 
conversation.  
“I feel exhausted,” Ramon said, “maybe we should call it a night.”  
Julie stood and starting stacking plates from the table. “C’mon Ramon, let’s warsh the 
dishes.” Once in the kitchen, Julie set the plates in the sink and then turned to Ramon who was 
behind her. She wrapped them in a hug. Ramon’s shoulders sagged. “I know things have been 
tough for you, know that I am always here to support you.” Ramon nodded, holding onto Julie. 
She was such a good friend and solid support for them. Ramon exhaled and let go, just for a 
moment, of their burdens while inside the ivory tower.   
⁂ 
Siloed Lives- Part I 
 Farm fields of golden wheat waved in the warm summer breeze. The sun shone brightly, 
causing Amelie to squint through her sunglasses. The world around her looked calm, peaceful 
and yet, Amelie felt nothing but disbelief and disappointment. She looked over at her husband, 
Karl, who was driving their dark grey SUV. Amelie’s phone buzzed in her lap. She picked it up 
and saw the text from Chelsea – how did it go today? Fresh tears sprang to Amelie’s eyes. The 
silence in the vehicle felt overwhelming. She rolled the passenger side window of her Jeep down 
to breathe in some fresh air, leaning her head against the leather headrest.  
 Amelie and Karl were driving back from a doctor’s appointment in Ann Arbor, a little 
under two hours from Edward City. Amelie closed her eyes, recalling the doctor’s words. “I’m 
sorry, Amelie and Karl. After reviewing all the test results, it looks like Amelie will not be able 
to get pregnant or carry a child. There are many alternatives – surrogates, adoption, foster care. 
You can still have a family.”  
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Amelie was stunned at the news, feeling incompetent and incomplete. Karl had grabbed 
her hand, tears in his eyes. The doctor left them alone to process the news and they left the office 
shortly thereafter. They had a long drive back home, and Karl wanted to beat the afternoon 
traffic. Now, sitting in the car, a heavy space between them, Amelie and Karl were lost in their 
own thoughts about the future of their family.  
Amelie’s phone buzzed again in her lap. Another text from Chelsea – I am here if you 
need me. Just text me when you get home. She dropped her phone back into her lap. She knew 
Chelsea was just checking in, but her emotions kept her from responding to her friend. She 
wanted to be alone with her thoughts. Karl reached over and grabbed her hand, “We’ll get 
through this babe. Remember, it’s you and me always.”  
Amelie nodded and closed her eyes again. All the dreams of starting a family while 
finishing her Ph.D. had been destroyed that afternoon. She tried to think about preparing for 
comps – she was weeks away from starting that process. Amelie knew on some level she needed 
a break. How could she write comps and start a dissertation when she was experiencing so much 
heartache?  
A year and a half later, Amelie found herself sitting with her friends from the research 
class she took six months following the news about her infertility. She looked around Mark’s 
small apartment, watching her friends laugh, joke, and drink wine. She loved these moments 
connecting with her peers. She knew that without this group, especially her friend Chelsea, she 
would not have made it through the past year. While they did not know about her infertility, 
Amelie knew that they were her support system. Now, after a year of counseling with Karl and 
her family, Amelie felt ready to share her story.  
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 Mark’s voice brought Amelie back to the present. “So the most challenging part is what 
no one ever tells you. So I have a friend who's pregnant and no one tells her, nobody really tells 
the truth about pregnancy. I think, no one ever really tells you the truth about a dissertation or 
Ph.D. program”, Mark said. 
 At the mention of the word “pregnant”, Amelie was triggered. She snapped, “Ugh, can 
we not talk about pregnancy or pregnant women? I am so sick of hearing about pregnancy 
lately!” Amelie declared, exasperated. She lowered her head into her hands, covering her face 
and exhaled deeply.   
“Amelie, dear, are you okay?” Chelsea asked cautiously.  
Amelie lifted her head and looked at the stunned faces of her friends. She rarely had an 
outburst like that with this group. As she glanced at each face, she shook her head no, tears 
welling up in her eyes. Then the words tumbled out.  
“We were doing IVF last year. Doing IVF is awful and fucking expensive. I had to email 
my professor for my online class, like hey I just had surgery this morning. I’m technically fine 
but I’m sitting in bed, please don’t talk to me. But like, there’s not a real excuse because this was 
a surgery I chose to have. And, it ended up not working. I can never conceive or carry a child. 
My husband and I started seeing a counselor to help us process through the news, processing 
with parents who thought they were going to become grandparents and myself. I needed time. 
That was a huge upset in my life plan. 
I did nothing the past year…when I was seeing the fertility doctor. It was so hard. I was 
spending so much mental energy processing…some of it was actual time dedicated to traveling 
to my fertility doctor…almost two hours away. So my husband and I did a lot of traveling and 
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when you go through those type of tests, they’re very back to back. It was impacting my…like I 
had to take time off work and stuff. I needed the time.” 
The group sat in stunned silence. No one knew what to say to Amelie. “Are you doing 
okay?” Julie asked, reaching over to grasp Amelie’s hand.  
“I think I will be, at some point. Karl and I have been doing counseling for a year. I 
thought I was getting better, but today something just snapped in me” Amelie gave a weak smile 
in Mark’s direction.  
“Why didn’t you say anything to us? Did you tell your advisor about any of this?” 
Valencia pressed, tentatively.  
“Karl suggested that I not share it with too many people. We were processing it in our 
own way and he thought that some sentiments from people might not be helpful. He didn’t want 
me hearing “there are others ways”, “God has a plan for you”, “never doesn’t mean never”. He 
wanted me to be in a place where I had processed and figured out what to say to those comments. 
I wanted to say something so many times, but it is so awkward and sad to talk about. I didn’t 
want to burden you all with everything you have going on in your lives. Then, during the year I 
took off, I never had a talk with my advisor saying, I will not work for the next year. I never had 
that. I just said, I’m not ready to check them (comps) out. I just did that for a year. At some 
point, I told her a little about what was going on, but not right away. I did not anticipate my 
pause to be a full year. So she knew, but I think she was just waiting for me to reach out. She 
trusted that I would tell her when I was ready again. But, you know, I don’t have a super close 
relationship with her. Maybe it would have been different with an advisor that I had a really 
close relationship. She understood. She was supportive and said, essentially, let me know when 
you are ready.”  
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Julie tipped her head and said reflectively, “I feel like your expectations of a thing and 
it’s reality don’t always align. Like, you get into the work and life just throws things at you – 
unexpected changes, illness, trying to balance work-life, a new culture and discourse you have to 
learn, the work load. Even though it is so hard being in academia, you just feel happy to be there. 
At the same time it is scary in a way, feeling like you can’t control all the things in your life.”  
“Yes!” Amelie said, “that is just how it feels! Like you think you will focus on this 
academic work, and things still happen to you, your family, etc. Sometimes you need to pause 
and take care of yourself, your mental health, your family. I felt bad for a while that the pause 
would delay my completion of the degree, but I knew I couldn’t just push through this time.”   
⁂ 
Siloed Lives – Part II 
“Life can really trip you up. When I started this program, I didn’t think I would 
experience half of what I have,” Ramon uttered. Everyone turned to look at Ramon. Ramon took 
a drink from their wine glass. After a brief pause, Ramon started talking.  
“So my first year, I started having panic attacks. I was crying a lot. I had never done 
either of those things and ended up getting on anxiety and depression meds. Then, I had a mental 
breakdown. I literally had a mental breakdown. My doctor told me I needed to cut my stress 
levels and all this other stuff that’s going on with you. It was a rough time for me.”  
“I am so sorry, Ramon,” Julie said, reaching over to grab their hand.  
“I wish that was all of it. It wasn’t just the stress from academics. It was the working full-
time, going to school full-time, serving as an adjunct faculty, working a side hustle like Uber 
Eats. There is so much more that has happened during my time in the program and at one point I 
just snapped.  
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So, I think for me in my journey, I think it’s personally important to share that like in 
spring break of my second year, I was sexually assaulted on a trip and came back feeling in this 
vulnerable space. There was something internally happening with me that I didn’t want to share 
with everybody – faculty, my advisor. In general, I didn’t know how they were going to take or 
support me in this way. I finally go to the campus resources office for like sexual assault and 
things like that. I submitted a report to campus police, but because it didn’t happen on campus, 
they could only send it off. I remember crying after that. The office gave me a list of faculty who 
advocated for students who experienced sexual assault. They offered to send emails to my 
faculty on my behalf. My advisor was on the list and they asked if I wanted to tell her myself. I 
told them I didn’t feel comfortable sharing the information and could they send the email on my 
behalf. I remember walking into class and not saying much. We got a break, and I asked my 
advisor if we could talk outside. I was crying and was just like, I can’t be in class today. I just 
went through this report process. She was like, oh I care about you as a person. Please just go. 
And, as messed up as it sounds, I just didn’t…not to say I didn’t believe her…maybe I just didn’t 
care what she had to say, but I was like, you’re the last person that I would come and talk to 
about this. I mean, I didn’t say that when we were talking, but I thought it.”  
“So, what happened with your advisor? How are you doing now?” Mark asked.  
“I am doing okay. I started therapy, which has helped. I’m still miserable in the program 
and I am just pushing through to get it done. I never talked with my advisor about it again and 
she never checked in on me.”  
Mark shook his head in disbelief, surprised. He couldn’t imagine any faculty at Kenner 
University, especially in the College of Education, not following up with a student after an 
experience like Ramon’s. He wished he could have been there for Ramon, but realized this was 
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Ramon’s journey – not his. Mark cleared his throat and stood up. “I think we could all use 
another drink,” he said, trying to lighten the mood.  
“I think I am going to head home,” Ramon stood up. “Know that I am happy I finally 
shared my story and I appreciate all of you for listening. I just need to be alone.”  
Julie stood up and walked to Ramon to hug them. “You know you don’t have to go.” 
Ramon nodded, gripping Julie’s hand. “Before you go, maybe we should make a pact,” 
Julie said. “We need to start sharing our struggles with each other. There is no reason to feel 
embarrassed or ashamed about what we experience. We need this safe space to protect each other 
and heal together. We are always here for each other, no matter what we go through – in or 
outside of academia.”  
The group nodded in agreement, everyone in their own thoughts about what Amelie and 
Ramon had just shared. Chelsea wondered how she had missed the signs with Ramon. Valenica 
felt a deep pang of heartache for Amelie; she couldn’t imagine life without Roberto. Ramon 
nodded and looked at each of his friends sharing silent moments with each of them. Then they 
headed out the door, hiding the tears streaming down their face.  
⁂ 
Academia First, Then Health 
 Julie continued to feel unsettled by the last Wine Wednesday conversation. She felt guilty 
after announcing a pact for the group to lean in more, be more vulnerable, and share more of the 
messy experiences impacting the Ph.D. process. Julie probably should have shared with the 
group then about this appointment, but she wanted to know what was going on with her before 
she shared the update on her health. Julie was worried about Ramon – they had closed 
themselves off for a few days. She texted them again this morning, please just let me know you 
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are okay. Ramon finally responded – sorry. Lots going on. I will explain soon. Home with my 
family. Julie wondered what was going on. Ramon seemed to keep taking the curve balls of life 
that were lobbed in his direction.  
 Julie looked up at the doctor’s office in front of her. The low brick wall surrounding the 
wooden building had recently been painted. Through the open window of her car, she could 
smell the paint. Julie sighed and pulled the driver’s door handle. Let’s get this over with, she 
thought. Julie walked into the doctor’s office, her nose met with the faint scent of astringent and 
surgical tape.  
 After checking in, Julie sat down near a large fish tank. She wondered if the tank was 
salt-water or fresh water. From the fish swimming around, she couldn’t be sure. But then again, 
she never had an interest to study biology. Julie fished her phone out of her purse. No new 
messages. One new email. Julie saw that it was an advertisement and clicked delete. She pulled 
out a stack of papers held together with a black binder clip. She was working on a new article 
and started making edits as she waited to be called back to the doctor’s office.  
 Julie hadn’t been feeling well for some time. She knew something was wrong, but 
couldn’t quite put her finger on the exact issue. Her body was sore and achy. She often felt 
fatigued – even after walking a short distance. Her joints seemed to have a mind of their own, 
determining when they wanted to move.  
 “Ms. Julie”, a young attendant called. “You can come on back.” Julie slowly stood up, 
noting her joints were not ready to move just yet. In a patient room, the attendant checked Julie’s 
blood pressure, temperature, and heart rate. “Everything seems to be a little elevated today,” the 
attendant commented. Julie nodded – the stress of classes and her assistantship and her family 
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were getting to her. There was a knock on the door and Julie’s doctor entered the room. 
“Morning,” she said.  
 “Morning Dr. Poplewski,” Julie responded.  
 “Julie, today we are going to talk about how you have been feeling. I know the results of 
your lab work were difficult to hear last time – how are you doing today?”  
 Julie smiled, “I am feeling okay. Still somewhat off. Trying to get used to the changes 
with my diet and the medications, and preparing for this surgery. I am feeling a bit overwhelmed 
with everything that I have going on right now.”  
 Dr. Poplewski nodded, making a couple notes in her chart. “Julie, with the surgery, it is 
going to require six to eight weeks of recovery. You are having a reconstruction of your stomach 
and esophagus. What provisions have you made with your family and with graduate school?”  
 Julie gulped audibly, pink heat rising to her cheeks. She knew Dr. Poplewski was not 
going to be pleased with her response. “Well, since the surgery will occur at the end of the 
semester, I am hoping that the down time through the holidays will be good for me to start 
healing. Then by the time spring classes start, I can work from home, but still work.”  
 Dr. Poplewski sighed. The timeline made sense, but she wanted to make sure that Julie 
realized that the road to recovery was going to be long and painful. She wasn’t sure jumping into 
a new semester would be a great idea right after surgery.  
 “I know what you are thinking,” Julie said. “I should be resting. Some people in my life 
are like why don't you take a leave of absence? And I'm like, that is my employer and I will have 
no job if I take a leave of absence. So, I won't be able to work and you can't draw unemployment 
from a situation like that when you can't work. So I have no choice but to keep plugging on. I 
have to write my comprehensive exams in the spring.”  
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 “Julie, I am going to strongly urge you to take some time off. Talk with your program. 
Try not to push yourself,” Dr. Poplewski urged her.  
 “I will see what I can do. What else do I need to know about this surgery?” Julie asked.  
 Twenty minutes later, Julie walked out of Dr. Poplewski’s office thinking about their 
conversation. There was no way that she could take time off of school and her assistantship. She 
would just have to make it work – she always did.  
⁂ 
Completing the Ph.D. 
Amelie zeroed in on one person across the table from her. “Mark – want to start us off?” 
The group had convened for another rendition of Wine Wednesday, although today Amelie and 
Mark were drinking whiskey. They had met earlier for dinner before heading to Amelie’s place 
for the evening.  
“Ahhh…sure.” Mark took another sip of his Maker’s Mark whiskey and gave a deep, 
heavy sigh. “Well, you know that I graduated last semester and I have been trying to figure out 
what I want to do now that I have these credentials” Mark started. 
“I think we are all struggling with that,” Ramon said with a laugh, “and most of us are 
still in our programs!”  
“Yes,” Mark said, considering his words carefully. “It doesn’t get any easier once you 
finish.” Mark took another sip of whiskey and leaned back in the chair. After a pregnant pause, 
Mark started talking.  
“I thought I had my life trajectory determined when I started the Ph.D. program. I wanted 
to move into administration – which you cannot do unless you have a Ph.D. I love the work I do 
in higher education. But I wanted to get ahead. From my own personal stance, I just needed to do 
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it. And why not do a degree that you’re living? That you’re able to write about? Plus, it was kind 
of the expectation from my master’s program – we would all go on eventually to earn doctorates. 
I worked about seven or eight years before starting the Ph.D., so I had some experience in the 
field. During that time, I realized…this was going to be a necessary step if I was going to move 
up the administrative ladder. I wanted that level of credentialing.  
To be clear, I think an Ed.D. can be fine…but I know a lot of programs where the Ed.D. 
is kind of a joke. I didn’t want anyone to question my degree. Like, no one is going to question a 
Ph.D. And now, I feel so….splintered. That’s the best way to put it. I am looking for faculty 
positions but I am…just inches away from giving up, because there are so few. Then, in terms of 
moving up at KU, there still doesn’t seem to be much opportunity for upward movement” Mark 
shrugged, as if to indicate he was resigned to stay in his current position at KU.  
“Are you still thinking of jumping over to the corporate sector?” Julie asked, reaching for 
grapes and cheese cubes.  
“Yeah, good question. Let me give you some context. I am interested in the faculty route 
because I can research and talk about these things. Although, I know that I am not competitive. I 
have…to make myself more competitive, so I am working on publishing from my 
dissertation…which is another topic. I started another study on adult students. So, I am doing the 
things, but it would probably take another year to make myself competitive. Part of where I am 
in my role at KU, there is no opportunity for me to advance. I’ve learned a lot about myself; 
where I’ve learned that higher education administration is not for me. Which is why I am looking 
at jumping over to corporate and looking at some kind of learning and development or some kind 
of social science research gig. This seems to be a trend right now, particularly with diversity, 
equity, and inclusion training. The trainings and programming I currently run should 
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theoretically situate me for a smooth transition into the corporate space. But I don’t know.” Mark 
sighed again. “What are you all thinking about doing when you are done with the Ph.D.?”   
“Wait, before we go there, what do you mean your dissertation is ‘another topic’?” 
Kathleen asked wide-eyed, refilling her wine glass.   
“I don’t want to scare you all. Besides, your experience may be different” Mark 
answered.  
“Nope. You aren’t getting out of it, mister” Kathleen laughed. “Nice try. Spill it!”  
Mark glanced around the table – everyone was leaning in expectantly. “Okay, but 
remember it might be different for you.”  
Everyone nodded attentively. “Okay, so you know that comps should prepare you for 
your dissertation work. At least, that’s what I was told. But honestly, I think it was falsely 
advertised. I think they just wanted to see whether I could write under pressure and get it done. 
No so much the substance, because I don’t remember getting much feedback on like, that’s not 
gonna fly,” Mark shared.  
“Then moving into the dissertation, it was rough. I had to do my proposal twice. So when 
I didn’t do well the first time on the proposal, that’s where I realized that our comps were not 
helpful. I was under the assumption that a lot of what we did could go into our proposal and then 
they ripped it a new one. So I had to re-defend the proposal, which meant I fell behind.  
So once I got through the second proposal, I cooked. I was very strategic and did all of my 
research and wrote my dissertation in less than a year. But then, I found out that I had to re-
interview some folks. Then I had to find more participants. So, I spent a lot of time re-
interviewing and contacting new folks to add to my study,” Mark paused to sip his wine.  
“You never mentioned any of this!” Chelsea declared. “How did you make it through?!”  
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“There was a lot of self-doubt and imposter syndrome that plagued me the entire time I 
was writing. I felt like I had let those down who thought I could do the work. Then, with work, I 
was staying late after the promotion to my current position, trying to prove I was a hard worker 
and I earned my place. So, with all of that, I finally completed my dissertation and the faculty 
member that tore apart my proposal did the same thing in my dissertation defense. Two days 
before the defense, she was like ‘hey, I don’t like half of this stuff; this portion isn’t good; I’m 
not feeling this kind of thing’. So, I talked to my chair on the phone and asked if we needed to 
cancel. She was like, ‘no way, we charge forward’. So, the defense was lackluster; I defended, I 
did my thing, but there was no real congratulations, you’re going to be a doctor because I had to 
rework the entire dissertation with the committee member who didn’t like what I had. Everyone 
else was ready to sign off – and I had to wait until it was to her liking. We worked back and forth 
on edits for like three weeks after my defense and then I finally got her to sign off, because she 
was the last holdout,” Mark sighed and rubbing the tension out of his slightly red face.  
“I had no idea” Ramon commented. “I am sorry you had to go through that. Why didn’t 
you say anything to us? We could have helped you.”  
“The prospectus piece actually happened right before I took the methodology class. The 
faculty member who didn’t like my prospectus thought an additional class would be beneficial to 
my research. It was embarrassing and I didn’t really know you then. It was also frustrating that I 
had made it to the prospectus phase and then was told I needed to take an additional class. Why 
would I be allowed to get that far if I didn’t show my proficiency in methodology? I didn’t want 
to be judged or appear as if I wasn’t good at research, or even worse, that I was a failure. I guess 
the silver lining is that they have now changed the policy where the chair makes the final 
decision. So, if anybody objects and they didn’t give their piece prior to the meeting, they can no 
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longer hold up the process. Something good came out of it – just not for me,” Mark muttered, 
taking a swig of whiskey.  
“Hug break!” Chelsea announced. Everyone laughed and got up to approach Mark. Mark 
stood and accepted the hugs offered by his friends. He felt somewhat lighter after sharing his 
story with his peers – he had been holding that in for some time. Chelsea moved into the kitchen 
to bring out more wine. Ramon took the hot wings and empanadas into the kitchen to reheat 
them in the microwave.  
The group reconvened at that dining table, refilling their plates and wine glasses. 
“Can we go back to this life after the Ph.D. question?” Ramon asked. “I’m curious to 
hear what other folks are planning to do after a successful defense.”  
“Speak it into existence!” Mark exclaimed. 
“When I think about what I want to do in the future, I keep looking at administrators and 
feel confident that, yeah, I can do that. Especially after moving up into this director role. Ideally, 
I would like my next move to be an assistant dean of students, then eventually move into the 
dean of students role. I find my work to be very meaningful and fulfilling. I’m open to different 
functional areas as well, but I feel like I am making a difference in this role. Becoming the 
director of academic advising in the college has been really wonderful,” Chelsea said.  
“I plan to apply to institutions for a faculty role. It’s hard being married because I cannot 
do a huge national search. Karl is in a really great position and makes enough money to support 
the family; I am not sure I can ask him to pick everything up so I can be a professor. I think he 
would, but it might drastically change our financial situation. So I feel very constrained in the 
geographic area that I can apply to, so I’ll probably apply to have a professorship somewhere in 
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the state or in a neighboring state. I’m also realistic and know that it is very unlikely going to 
happen, so we’ll see,” Amelie stated.  
“I would love to teach as well, but not at a R1 institution,” Ramon offered. “I would love 
to socialize students in a way that would be engaging instead of harmful. My hope is to empower 
students, transform their thinking, and give unconditional support, not ignore them. That sounds 
so idealistic, but after these past several years, I need to be a little idealistic right now. I love 
teaching and like the research aspect, although I would probably expand my research interests if 
I was at a regional or liberal arts institution. To what, I’m not sure, but I know they would shift 
as I experience the institution.”  
“I’m not sure I was expecting you to say that,” Mark said, looking at Ramon.  
“Yeah, so there are a couple of different streams I am considering as well,” Ramon 
laughed. “Similar to you, Mark, I could look at doing diversity work at a corporate job. Like a 
vice president of diversity or something and really work to transform the company. The other 
part is…sometimes I think I just want to be a brewer. I have been working part-time at a 
brewery, so I could do sales and be an adjunct somewhere. I know it sounds silly, but the 
brewery work is so enjoyable to me. My brother and I just talked about starting our own brewery 
a couple weeks ago. Plus, I have the ability to focus on what I am passionate about and what I’m 
interested in, instead of being forced into an academic box. You can call me doctor while you are 
enjoying the beer I brewed.” 
“I’ll drink to that!” Chelsea declared.  
“Valencia, what about you?” Mark asked.  
“I have a dream of what I would like to do. I don’t know if I have the right temperament 
for policy work, it’s interesting, but it’s not where I want to end up. I wouldn’t mind teaching at 
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a liberal arts school and maybe writing a parenting book. I don’t think I have the same pressure 
as some of you because I am older. I can afford to be a little undetermined right now,” Valencia 
said.  
“I hate this question,” Kathleen declared. “Everyone in my family has asked me about 
this and ‘I don’t know’ is not a good response.” Kathleen laughed. “I think I am with you all, 
continuing to teach is really appealing to me. However, it has started to come to my attention that 
I’m going to have to leave the classroom and I don’t want to. But, what I love is outside the 
classroom. Right now, I’m the new teacher trainer, and I love it! I love working with new 
teachers. So teaching new teachers would be fascinating, but I would have to leave the K-12 
classroom space and enter into academia. I have to continue to have that conversation with 
myself.”  
Julie had been quiet for the entire conversation. The truth was, she didn’t know what she 
wanted to do. She avoided Mark’s eye contact and turned to look at Ramon.  
“We haven’t heard from you yet,” Ramon chided.  
Julie nodded. “I know, I was trying to see if I could get out of responding.” She laughed 
as the heads around the table all shook no. “Well, to be honest, I am struggling with the idea of 
having a Ph.D. My parents have worked blue-collar jobs their entire lives. I am not in a space 
where my parents can even visualize what I do. There’s some real pride being working-class in 
my family. I feel like the black-sheep of my family. My brother is a really talented chef, but he’s 
in a job my parents understand. Sometimes it seems like my parents equate me to being ‘stuck-
up’. They look at people that work in these ivory towers and think those people are pompous. 
Then I look at myself and think, I’m literally becoming the epitome of the stuck-up ass my 
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parents don’t like. So it’s tough to think about the future when I have that narrative playing in 
my mind.”  
“That’s deep,” Ramon concluded. “Thank you for sharing Julie, I hadn’t even thought 
about my future in terms of how my family would view it. You definitely gave us all something 
to think about tonight.”  
⁂ 
The COVID-19 Pandemic 
 In January of 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) announced a mysterious 
coronavirus-related pneumonia in Wuhan, China. By the beginning of February, WHO issued a 
global health emergency and global air travel was restricted. Throughout February and March, 
cases of the coronavirus (COVID-19) in the United States spread. By March 11, WHO declared 
COVID-19 a pandemic. Two days later, a national emergency was declared in the United States 
and travel bans went into effect. Within a week, businesses, schools, and college campuses 
closed and prepared to resume virtual operations.  
 When Chelsea brought up continuing Wine Wednesdays, she did not anticipate that six 
months later a global pandemic would keep them apart. It seemed as if no one thought a global 
pandemic would really happen or knew how the impact would change all their lives. Wine 
Wednesdays were put on hold due to COVID-19 and her friends made adjustments to life at 
home – work, coursework, research, teaching, etc. In the first month, Chelsea strived to check in 
each week with the group through their group chat. Then work and comps took over her focus 
and her check-ins went from weekly to monthly. Two weeks ago, she posted a time to meet – 
hoping people would be able to join on Zoom. Everyone agreed, with Valencia suggesting they 
each have a glass of wine in their respective places to celebrate reconnecting. Excited to see the 
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faces of friends she hadn’t seen in months, Chelsea opened her laptop and logged into her Zoom 
account.  
 Ramon was the first to sign on, then Valencia, Kathleen, Mark, Amelie, and Julie. While 
they were not in person, the energy and excitement of seeing each other was there. Valencia 
asked everyone to raise their glasses in a virtual salute. Everyone laughed and obliged her. Then 
Chelsea started with her infamous question, “how are we doing?”  
 “Why don’t you start us off Chelsea?” Mark offered, realizing that she rarely offered 
much in their conversations.  
 “With the pandemic, it’s a little more difficult. I have had some good things happen – I 
was promoted right before the pandemic hit, so leading a department through a pandemic was 
challenging. I was so stressed that I had physical pain – stomach pains, headaches, back pains. 
I’ve heard people talk about stress, but I had never been so stressed to feel physical pain until 
this experience. The first week of August, I went to urgent care. I reached out and had another 
conversation with my advisor and my committee. I explained how I was experiencing burnout, 
enough to be in urgent care. I told them, I don’t know when, I’ll come back soon. But I cannot do 
this right now. I’m in urgent care. I need to take care of my body and then get to a better place 
before moving forward. I had to learn to be kind to myself. I mean, I have been kind to myself – 
I eat well and exercise, but I’ve never intentionally taken a rest or said I cannot be productive.” 
Chelsea paused, and took a sip of her wine. “Don’t worry, I’m better now and have slowed 
down…well, a little anyway.”  
 Mark’s face looked surprised. “You never mentioned any of that in the group chats!”  
 “Ha! I know – I said I’m learning. Plus I didn’t want you all to worry and look at me that 
way,” Chelsea laughed again.  
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 “I think Covid has made things weird. I just feel like I spend so much time already in 
front of a screen, as we all do. Honestly, the last thing I can do is an online social,” Julie said. 
After seeing their faces on the screen in front of her, Julie chuckled. “Obviously, I made an 
exception for you all.”  
 “So I added a year to my studies,” Valencia said, “due to the pandemic. I was able to find 
a job at the community college down the road, working with disability services. The work aligns 
with my dissertation. It’s been great working there, and if I was still traveling back and forth to 
Kenner, this position wouldn’t have worked out.”  
 “That’s awesome!” Chelsea said. “Cheers to the new position!”  
 “Thank you!” Valencia said, raising her glass and taking a sip of wine.  
 Kathleen jumped in. “I don’t hate it. Being at home – teaching, doing research, and 
taking classes. I’ve had Covid. It is awful, period. I almost died.”  
 “What?!” every said, almost in unison.  
 Kathleen laughed at the reaction of her friends. “I had Covid. I caught it before the 
semester started, thank God. It’s debilitating. I was just very sick. I kept telling the doctors, I 
have Covid. They would tell me no. Then this Black, female doctor listened to me and did 
another Covid test. She was like, yep, you have Covid. That’s why you feel like you’re dying 
slowly,” Kathleen said.  
 “I am glad you are okay – any side effects?” Ramon asked. 
 “No, not that I can tell. So, I had Covid and my husband had Covid. But at the end of the 
day, I couldn’t stop being a doc student. I still had to be a doc student, because even if we had 
extensions, the stuff still has to get turned in.”  
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 “It’s that old statement – you just got to push through,” Mark said shaking his head. 
“Even in a pandemic, we cannot seem to just stop producing.”  
 “I feel that,” Ramon said. “My grandparents died in early September of Covid. I’m really 
lacking the motivation to work on my dissertation because it’s a pandemic and also because I 
have family stuff going on. It’s become really demoralizing thinking about how I can go through 
this whole program and all of these things…I’ve come to a point where I will likely not get a job 
that I want, partly because of this pandemic.”  
 “It will work out,” Amelia said, who had been quiet throughout the conversation. She did 
not want to share – while she was affected by the pandemic, she had experienced nothing like 
what her peers were sharing. Fortunately, she was able to balance life and work and living in a 
pandemic. She still had her graduate assistant position and didn’t mind working from home. 
While she knew she was lucky, she wished she could be of more support to her friends. “I will 
note, our faculty are really available and willing to connect with people even in the virtual realm, 
so that's really nice. They make themselves available to connect with students whenever you 
know, we need to. I hope that continues after the pandemic,” Amelie added.  
 The conversation turned to updates on coursework, comps, and dissertation. Ramon and 
Chelsea shared updates on their dissertations, hopeful they would finish sometime within the 
year. Valencia, Kathleen, and Amelie talked about comps and preparing to write the dissertation. 
Mark was still looking for a job in academia, but was more resigned to staying in higher 
education as a student affairs professional. Julie, having added the year, felt less pressure to share 
updates, as she knew there would be time for that later.  
 “Well, everyone, my wine is gone and I’ve got to get ready to call it a night,” Mark said. 
“I have an early virtual meeting with my boss in the morning.”  
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 “I need to go as well,” Ramon said. “I should probably try to do some writing before I 
call it a night.”  
 “Take care everyone” Chelsea said, waving as her friends signed off of Zoom. Chelsea 
leaned back in her chair and drained her wine glass. Ellen was sleeping through the night now, 
and Chelsea enjoyed the little moments of peace in a very chaotic world. She smiled as she 
closed her laptop, sending a silent prayer that her friends stay safe and healthy.  
⁂ 
The Researcher’s Reflection  
 I have questioned my identity, future career path, and every academic decision over the 
past five years as a doctoral student and full-time professional in higher education. While I work 
in an academic department, when I stepped onto the Georgia State campus, my professional 
identity seemed to dissipate. I wasn’t a full-time professional with seventeen years of higher 
education. Instead, I was a doctoral student, learning to navigate academia. I have mused about 
this identity switch, which seemed to happen once I crossed the intersection of Peachtree Street 
and Marietta Street. I have no idea how this happened or why, but crossing that intersection 
flipped an internal switch and my identities changed.  
 Parking in the G Deck, I would walk to class, excited to see my peers and faculty, but 
also feeling somewhat anxious. There were days where I felt my professional identity was not 
welcome in the classroom, particularly in classes with K-12 educators. I get it, most people do 
not understand what I do daily. Talking about higher education and student affairs is just as 
much of a conundrum as talking about the faculty role with students. I think there were times 
when the faculty wondered what those of us did in our roles as student affairs professionals. The 
titles can sound a bit…frivolous? Pretentious? Vague?  
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 My role at Georgia Tech, where I am a full-time employee, centers on supporting 
students. I work with students on transition issues (time management, academic skills, etc.), 
career skills (networking, communication, team dynamics), life skills (finances, cooking/meal 
prep tips, talking with parents), and health and well-being (self-management, mental health, and 
stress management). On no given day in any given year do I experience the same situation. My 
role and focuses changes by the minute. It’s quite exciting…and quite exhausting.  
 As a doctoral student, I wanted to get as much out of the experience as humanly possible. 
It is in my nature to do “the most”, as my colleagues and students would say. As a full-time 
employee in the University System of Georgia, the financial resources were not accessible for 
graduate research or teaching assistantships. I desperately did not want to just take classes. I 
wanted the research experience; I wanted the teaching experience. So, I found ways to engage in 
research and teaching, for free. I was able to serve as a “teaching intern” for three semesters of a 
qualitative research class. I conducted research through an independent study class. I loved every 
minute of those experiences. I was often doing those experiences while working full-time and 
taking 9 credits per semester.  
 The challenge with wanting these experiences is that at some point, you recognize you 
cannot give 100% of your attention to every task or experience. There were times when 
something did not get done. For me, this something was writing and publishing. I had the 
experiences but the focus to write a research article was not often there. No one tells a doctoral 
student how to manage all the moving parts. There are minimal resources in place at public 
institutions of higher education to help doctoral students who also work full-time to learn how to 
navigate the dual roles in our lives.  
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 My writing space consisted of a mahogany writer’s desk, nestled in a corner of my 
sunroom, facing my sliding glass door. On the opposite side of the glass, I watched the seasons 
pass by as I conducted interviews, analyzed data, and wrote this dissertation. The weather 
outside shifted from winter to spring to summer and eventually to fall. As I watched the weather 
change, I morphed the data collected into the composite characters and short story narratives.   
Flanked by a Tervis™ cup of ice water and a box of tissues, I poured the contributors’ 
shared emotions into the stories. I relived our interviews, hearing their voices and emotions as I 
was writing. Often, I stopped writing to reflect on my own experiences as a doctoral student, 
process through the traumatic or tragic experiences, or simply take a breath. Creative writing is 
an emotional process for me and always has been. Despite the emotional journey of writing, I 
worried about how the short stories would be received and perceived. Doubt and fear consumed 
me as I typed each word – wondering if I was representing the contributors’ stories in a realistic 
and creative way. What assumptions would readers make from the short story narratives? Would 
the contributors through the composite characters be perceived in a negative light? Would the 
readers believe that doctoral students experience all of the life challenges and successes – and so 
much more – while pursuing their doctoral degree?  
Presenting the data collected in this research study through composite characters and 
short story narratives was risky. I realized early on that I was taking a risk in troubling and 
deviating from the traditional dissertation format. On one hand, I relished in the opportunity to 
bring my creative writing skills into the dissertation. I thrived on the notion of writing something 
different or unique for my research. I have a penchant for doing things differently – this has been 
apparent through every aspect of my doctoral student experience. On the other hand, I was 
worried about bringing my creative writing voice into my research. I worried about whether 
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readers would be able to differentiate between by experiences and the experiences of the 
contributors. I stressed about every word and every sentence written in chapters four and five. 
The stress manifested into sleepless nights, wondering if I had used the right creative techniques 
to create the short story narratives. There were times when I was plagued by writer’s block and 
paralysis – often having days where I couldn’t gather the energy to write one word, let alone a 
full page.  
And yet, I love the process of writing. My writing process does not follow the stance of 
writing a little bit every day. Since a young age my creative writing and subsequently my 
academic writing process, demands time for critical thinking and reflection before I write 
anything. Once that happens, the words flow. I can write countless pages in a short amount on 
time because my mind has massaged readings and words to put into sentences. My fingers fly 
furiously over the keyboard, bringing the words from my mind and soul onto the blank page. It’s 
exhilarating and exhausting.  
 Writing the composite characters and the narratives in chapter five helped me realize that 
there is no one “right” way to manage all the moving parts in a doctoral student’s life. There 
were multiple ways that I could have represented the contributors’ stories. Details about specific 
places and conversations could have been written differently. The important detail to remember 
about the narratives – at the core is the truthful life and academic experiences shared by the 
contributors.   
It’s important work. I believe an aspect of my mission moving forward is to continue 
writing the stories of doctoral student experiences, especially as they navigate the learning 
spaces, the doctoral student role, and their identity(ies). Through this process, I have learned to 
balance my full-time professional identity and my doctoral student identity. I have engaged my 
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creative writing identity and my academic voice. I have gained confidence in my writing.  I have 
realized this writing is just the beginning of a long career connected to writing and research. Okri 
(1997) stated, “stories enrich the world. Stories can change lives” (p. 34). I could not agree more.  
Conclusion 
 The narratives (short stories) represented in this chapter brought to light the myriad of 
experiences of Ph.D. students in education in the United States. The narratives highlight the four 
themes from the research findings, while the composite characters speak to the theoretical 
frameworks undergirding the research study. The seven composite characters, situated within the 
setting of Kenner University, negotiated relationships with peers and faculty, examined their 
experiences in relation to the university, college, and department mission statements, and 
showcased how the characters negotiate the doctoral student role and identities within and 















CHAPTER 6: SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Hanging By A Thread 
 
Help! We are not sure what we are doing here in  
Academia. Is this the place for us?  
No, maybe, yes? We feel like we do not know how to navigate the system. We aren’t sure 
if we should be  
Going on this journey. Is it a journey? It feels more like hell than enlightenment, with no 
end in sight.  We may look like we have it together – this is an  
Illusion. Our perfectionist tendencies and fear of appearing incapable prevent us from 
sharing with you about what we are experiencing. We feel like we will let someone down. 
We traverse through the various roles and responsibilities of our lives, bringing 
ourselves into the space of academia.  
Now, read and re-read the articles. Look for inspiration in the literature. Will we take a 
Gamble? Maybe, probably not. Straying away from the norms may not work out for us. 
Conform to what has been done and we will succeed. Sometimes we need to laugh at the 
ridiculousness of academia. The surprises and challenges swirl around us, as we strive to 
make an impact on the field, 
Because of and through our research. Our writing will  
Yield new perspectives and viewpoints of the place where so many tread.   
Assumptions. Another push through another hurdle. Please do not assume you know what 
I have going on or where I focus my energy. How much more of this can we take? Do you 
know how hard we worked on this chapter/article/paper? Do you know what we have 
given up to complete this degree? We are not the single, white men doctoral education 
was built around in the beginning.  
Take the time. What’s the rush? Who is pushing us to go so fast? Don’t forget, we are 
only -  
Human. Do we need to follow the performative expectations of doctoral education? We 
can only do so much. Do you know what we are dealing with…  
Right now? The brain fog from our medication keeps us from concentrating. Death 
surrounds us as we watch family members die because of this pandemic. Our mother died 
from ALS. Our bodies are exhausted. Do you know we have had reconstructive 
surgeries? Do you know we lost a baby?  Our  
Emotions are too much to handle sometimes. We don’t feel like we can talk with our 
advisor about these challenges – our life. We need to speak to our therapists, if we even 
take time to have therapists. We feel anxious and when we are anxious it is hard for us to 
focus and write.  
We know - we should be using our  
Academic voice. What about our human voice? Will the polished dissertation really serve 
our purpose? We are not sure what our purpose is after this doctoral experience.  








 The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore and understand the experiences of 
fifteen Ph.D. students in education in the United States. The understanding of doctoral student 
experiences are important to the field of education because they inform faculty and institutions as 
to who doctoral students are and how they make meaning of who they are while pursuing a 
doctorate degree in education. The doctoral student narratives brought to light the experiences 
within and outside of academia that remain integral to how the fifteen contributors experience 
doctoral education. Doctoral students’ identities cannot be experienced in separation from the 
doctoral student role. This notion has been exacerbated by the past fifteen months as doctoral 
students have grappled with adjusting to living through a global pandemic, while experiencing 
doctoral education. The hegemony of doctoral education is no longer acceptable within a “nice” 
field like education. The experiences of the doctoral students in this study challenge the current 
structure of the doctorate, albeit in a subtle way; however, the collective narrative demands 
changes to a system that does not appreciate the experiences that are multifaceted, complex, and 
cannot be easily mapped onto the hegemony obeyed in academia.   
 The doctorate degree has remained situated as the pinnacle of education (Jairam & Kahl, 
2012), producing scholars who impact a discipline, the institution, and society. The core of the 
doctorate degree centered on student learning (intellectual mastery in the field, conducting 
research, and creating new or expanding current knowledge in the field) through the socialization 
process to become a faculty member in academia (Boyer, 1990; Weidman et al. 2001; Walker, 
2008; Holley & Gardner, 2012). The study highlighted how the fifteen doctoral students 
experienced aspects of socialization, such as standard practices of doctoral education, 
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relationships with faculty and advisors, and preparing for their career path after doctorate 
completion.  
The purpose of Chapter 1 was to introduce the current study, the significance of the study 
to educational research, and to outline the theoretical frameworks guiding the study. The 
research questions guiding this study included: 1) How do Ph.D. students experience doctoral 
education? 2) How do Ph.D. students’ experiences align with the institution/program mission? 3) 
How do Ph.D. students’ academic and life experiences align with the historical purpose of 
doctoral education? In Chapter 2, I reviewed literature connected to doctoral student education, 
learning, identities, and the doctoral student role. I examined quantitative and qualitative peer 
reviewed studies relevant to the current study’s population. The methodology utilized in the 
study is discussed in Chapter 3. I examined why narrative inquiry and heuristic inquiry was the 
methodology of choice, my data collection and analysis processes, and outlined why composite 
characters and narratives were the preferred methods of data representation.  
Narrative inquiry and heuristic inquiry were the methodologies employed in the study 
and opened space for untold stories of Ph.D. experiences outside of academia.  I presented seven 
composite characters, based on the experiences of the contributors, in Chapter 4. The process of 
writing composite characters and narratives provided a sense of anonymity for the study 
contributors, while affording me the opportunity to engage my creative writer identity. Unlike 
literature about socialization process in doctoral education, the narratives show how doctoral 
students did not separate personal life experiences from academic experiences. In Chapter 5, I 
represented the data in narrative (short story) form while highlighting the key themes of the 
study, which include Life Happens, There’s No Playbook for That, Notions of Human Capital, 
and More Than a Doctoral Student. Thus, the findings indicate Ph.D. students enter into doctoral 
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education for various reasons, they experience more than academia while pursuing a doctoral 
degree, they cannot separate their identities and the doctoral student role and the experience of 
earning a doctoral degree often does not inspire them to pursue faculty roles. Thus the findings 
highlight the emotions and uncertainty of the future that are felt throughout doctoral education, 
suggesting that doctoral education is not a separate experience from each contributor’s life.  
In this chapter, I discuss the findings of the study, the significance of the study, the 
connection of the findings to the theoretical frameworks, and the contribution of the findings to 
educational research. Through the study, I aimed to help readers understand how deeply 
intertwined personal and academic experiences are for doctoral students in education programs 
in the United States. I discuss the limitations of this study in order to continue research centered 
on doctoral student experiences. I end the chapter by providing recommendations related to 
educational policy, arguing for a critical review of the hegemony of doctoral education in a 
rapidly changing environment following the COVID-19 pandemic.  
Discussion 
 Three assumptions were made prior to starting the research. The first assumption 
centered on Ph.D. students’ socialization into academia, particularly the faculty role, through 
doctoral education. The second assumption aimed at the identities of doctoral students within and 
outside of academia. The third assumption focused on how Ph.D. students experienced doctoral 
education. At the beginning of the research study, I assumed there was more to doctoral students’ 
experiences than socialization into academia. Leaning on my experiences as a doctoral student, I 
set out to examine the experiences of Ph.D. students in education. I found aspects of each 
assumption to be true, according to the contributors’ stories and experiences. I also found there is 
so much more to learn about the experiences of Ph.D. students in the U.S.  
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 Doctoral students experienced socialization as a way to become a faculty member in 
academia (Walker et al., 2008; Mendoza & Gardner, 2010; Nettles & Millet, 2006). Yet, while 
five of the contributors considered becoming faculty, all fifteen discussed other career paths 
outside of academia. Based on their experiences in their Ph.D. programs, twelve of the 
contributors leaned toward pursuing non-faculty positions within higher education or considered 
leaving education completely. In a field like education, where teaching and learning remained 
key components, it appeared doctoral students determined, based on their experiences within and 
outside the ivory tower, higher education (specifically the faculty role) was no longer a 
consideration following completion of their degree. The irony that contributors who had a heart 
for teaching and learning in education spaces experienced situations that would lead them out of 
the teaching and learning profession permeated the research study. Based on the data I collected, 
doctoral education warrants improvements, particularly in education programs. Ladson-Billings 
(1998) noted educational researchers “insist on thinking of ourselves as permanent residents in a 
nice field like education” (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 22). However, doctoral student contributors 
in the study experienced aspects of education which challenged the notion of education as a nice 
field.  
 The study focused on doctoral students and their experiences in education programs in 
the United States. Utilizing capital theories (human and cultural capital specifically), I examined 
how Ph.D. students experienced doctoral education. I constructed four themes based on the 
research findings – Life Happens, Notions of Human Capital, There’s No Playbook for That, and 
More Than a Doctoral Student. Each theme highlighted various experiences within doctoral 
education, often connecting to the theoretical frameworks undergirding the research study.  
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 The theme, Life Happens, illustrates the unexpected life experiences that often occur 
throughout the doctoral education process, such as the COVID-19 Pandemic, health and well-
being, and infertility. The stories aligning with this theme present the notion that sometimes a 
Ph.D. student needs to pause or step away from doctoral education to focus on the issue at hand. 
The theme, Notions of Human Capital, highlighted the connections of doctoral student 
experiences with aspects of human capital theory, particularly the ideology of credentials and 
status based on education and training. The theme More Than a Doctoral Student built on the 
ideology that Ph.D. students’ identities remained an integral aspect of their doctoral experience. 
Finally, the fourth theme, There’s No Playbook for That connected to the informal learning that 
occurred within academia. The word “that” is italicized to encompass the many instances of 
informal learning such as interactions with faculty, advisors, and peers. That indicated the 
situations where the contributors did not feel they knew how to address the particular interaction 
or experience. I created the following table to indicate the alignment of the narratives, the 












Narrative (Short Story) Associated Theme(s) Associated Theory(ies) 
Microaggression Moment There’s No Playbook for That Role Identity Theory 
Navigational Capital (CCW) 
Reconnecting There’s No Playbook for That 
More Than a Doctoral Student 
Role Identity Theory 
Navigational Capital (CCW) 
Resistant Capital (CCW) 
Wine Wednesday Notions of Human Capital 
There’s No Playbook for That 
Human Capital Theory 
 
Navigational Capital (CCW) 
Grateful There’s No Playbook for That Role Identity Theory 
Experiencing the Mission Notions of Human Capital  Resistant Capital (CCW) 
Aspirational Capital (CCW) 
Siloed Lives – Part I  Life Happens Role Identity Theory 
Siloed Lives – Part II Life Happens 
There’s No Playbook for That 
Role Identity Theory 
Navigational Capital (CCW) 
Academic First, Then Health Life Happens Role Identity Theory 
Interrogating Identities There’s No Playbook for That 
More Than a Doctoral Student 
Resistant Capital (CCW) 
Navigational Capital (CCW) 
Role Identity Theory 
Completing the Ph.D. More Than a Doctoral Student 
Notions of Human Capital 
Role Identity Theory 
Aspirational Capital (CCW) 
The COVID-19 Pandemic Life Happens 
There’s No Playbook for That 
Role Identity Theory 
 
Table 7: Narrative-Theme-Theory Connections 
Capital Theory  
 In the United States, socialization served as the dominant lens to examine doctoral 
student experiences. Within the framework of socialization (as a theory or process), researchers 
utilized various capital theories as a means to identify what can be obtained through the doctoral 
education process (Gopaul, 2015a; Gopaul, 2015b; Horvat, 2001; Donahoo, 2018). Tan (2014) 
claimed human capital theory derived from the neoclassical school of thought in economics 
where individuals hoped to maximize their economic interests by investing in education and 
training. Bourdieu’s (1977, 1986, and 1990) theory of capital highlighted the hierarchy, accepted 
values, and social mobility of education. Bourdieu’s theory, structured around middle to upper-
class white individuals, was challenged by Yosso’s (2005) theory of community cultural wealth. 
Forms of capital such as aspirational capital, navigational capital, and resistant capital provided 
a framework for what people of color brought to hegemonic spaces, such as education. The 
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theories centered on capital have expanded to include professorial capital, academic capital, and 
doctoral capital (Donahoo, 2018; Kosut, 2006; Walker & Yoon, 2016). These forms of capital, 
considered to be obtained through doctoral education, focused on what occurred within the ivory 
tower.  
Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth theory aligned with aspects of the 
contributors’ experiences, particularly aspirational capital, navigational capital, and resistant 
capital. Despite having different reasons for pursuing the Ph.D., the contributors shared 
aspirational capital – meaning there was a guiding force, belief, or end result that drove the 
contributors to continue through their doctoral education. Four contributors shared experiences 
of encouragement to pursue the Ph.D. as a means to do something significant in the field of 
education and their life. The belief of mentors, colleagues, and peers that the contributor was 
destined for something great provided space and support for the contributor to continue through 
the doctoral experience despite the challenges and barriers presented.  
 Resistant capital showed up in conversations with contributors about the expectations of 
faculty, experiences with advisors/supervisors, and the culture of academia. Yosso (2005) 
defined resistant capital as the knowledge and skills fostered to challenge inequality. Four 
contributors explained ways in which they resisted the hegemony of doctoral education, 
particularly in relation to the academic voice, faculty roles, and performativity. One contributor 
noted how her faculty questioned why she was in a Ph.D. program if her future career trajectory 
would not include research or serving in a faculty role. This particular contributor discussed how 
her desire to be a dean within the field of student affairs in higher education didn’t align with 
research for her. While she would have the knowledge to conduct research, in this particular role 
there is less of an emphasis on research. Four contributors shared how the expectation to “speak 
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academically” did not align with how they showed up in the academic space. One contributor 
discussed how her writing is more academic compared to the language she uses when speaking. 
Another contributor noted, “I rarely speak politically correct.  Having grown up with a single 
mother, I speak plainly. You asked me a question. I’ll give you a direct answer. If you don't want 
a direct answer, then don’t ask me the question.” This contributor felt there were times when her 
directness was not suitable for academia and the doctoral program. As a form of resistance, all 
four contributors discussed how they were not ashamed of where they came from or how 
informal their voice appeared to others. “So, yeah, I can use these academic terms and I'm aware 
of them, but that's not going to be something I speak with every day.”  
 Horvat (2001) noted the combination of Bourdieu’s (1977, 1986, and 1990) habitus, 
capital, and field produced practice. Horvat defined practice as the individual’s position within a 
particular environment, particularly a position of power. Interestingly, the contributors talked of 
disrupting the traditional power structure and expectations of doctoral education. While the 
contributors decided to pursue the Ph.D. to elevate their position in education, through their 
doctoral student experiences they discovered a distaste for faculty life. The doctoral degree is 
centered on producing scholars and faculty, yet nine contributors noted they did not anticipate 
becoming faculty based on their experiences. The six contributors considering faculty roles noted 
how they would approach their students and academia differently. These contributors highlighted 
how they would focus on students as individuals with lives outside of academia, which is not 
what they experienced during their doctoral education. A contributor shared the following,  
“If I do end up being faculty, I would love to socialize students in a way that 
would be like you don't have to facilitate bad relationships. I feel like I can really 
empower students and, you know, really transform their thinking in ways that will 





In addition, contributors considering faculty roles shared research-intensive institutions 
were not desirable environments for future  employment. One contributor claimed, “I've had my 
fill of four-year, research-oriented universities where it is literally cut-throat at the extreme…just 
in terms of publish or perish. That is just not an environment I want to promote, and I find it 
very, very difficult…consistently.” 
Field, a component of Bourdieu’s capital theory, emphasized the rules of the “game”. In 
this study, the “game” referred to doctoral education. The experiences of the contributors’ 
highlighted how each of them learned to navigate the rules of the doctoral education game, thus 
building on Yosso’s (2005) navigational capital and notions of the hidden curriculum. 
Contributors noted the different standards for doctoral education at various institutions. “Each 
institution is a world of its own” one contributor shared. Another noted the “great variance of 
what it means to be a Ph.D. – very different experiences, very different expectations, and very 
different levels of engagement.” Contributors recognized academia as “cut-throat”, “intense”, 
“isolating”, and included an “academic bullying culture”. These realizations became apparent as 
the contributors navigated relationships with faculty advisors/supervisors, explored the limited 
funding opportunities, and built relationships with their peers. These experiences aligned with 
Gonzalez-Ocampo, et al. (2015)’s study of formal and informal learning in doctoral education. 
Informal learning, which for the contributors occurred in experiences situated within the 
ivory tower setting with faculty, advisors, and peers. Eight of the contributors discussed the 
power dynamics within the doctoral student role, despite working at postsecondary institutions. 
One contributor noted,  
“So I as a Ph.D. student, that's gonna be great because I know how to work with 
faculty. Um, those skills did not transfer over. One, because it was a much 
different power dynamic. As a student, especially here, I'm a peon. I didn't love 
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being a peon anymore, but I'm fine certainly adapting into the role, but just the 
condescending nature of some faculty was really crappy.”  
 
Another contributor noted the change in relationship with faculty as she entered the classroom.  
“So nine to five, I’m calling you by your first name and we’re peers and then at 
five o’clock, I am in class and you’re Dr. So and So, and I’m a student. 
Navigating that change was a little weird. There’d be times where I would call 
them by their first name and then I would have to correct myself because in class 
they prefer to be addressed by their students as doctor.”  
 
Contributors who worked in student affairs highlighted the tension of navigating the 
Ph.D. role while in a professional role at the institution. For example, one contributor noted,  
“what I find in student affairs, the way we give feedback to students is, it's got 
challenge and support in there. Support doesn't always come out with faculty in a 
Ph.D. program, they can be real critical. As a graduate student, you got to build 
some tough skin for that.”  
 
The notable disconnects between academic affairs and student affairs emerged through 
the contributors’ stories. One contributor shared their frustration with the elitism of faculty in 
academia.  
“The pretentiousness in academia, especially when it comes down to the lack of 
regard for student affairs professionals…It’s like we are academic affairs we 
know everything, the rest of you are peasants and don't know shit. You're going to 
answer to what we say, because we are the ones that the PhDs. Y'all worth is not 
as much as ours. We bring in the grants, we do all this and I'm like that's such a 
deficit framing and the elitism to believe that oh, I wrote this research, I published 
this, published that, and it only circles in your wheel of your other elitism.”  
 
Interestingly, the contributors in the study held onto hope that a change could be made in 
academia. All fifteen contributors discussed how they would treat their students, if and when, 
they became faculty.  
“So you can either get into it and say, that's how it is. This is a competition. This 
is a race. Or you can say , we can have a community of scholars and we can be 
supportive to each other. We don't have to buy into that caddy bullshit if we don't 




Human Capital Theory 
 In this study on doctoral student experiences, contributors shared insight into why they 
pursued a doctorate degree. In addition, contributors often distinguished why they engaged in a 
Ph.D. versus an Ed.D. program. Based on the notion that a doctorate degree would help the 
contributors with upward movement within their professional career, particularly if the 
contributor identified as a historically marginalized identity (female, BIPOC, (dis)ability, etc.). 
One contributor noted that as a female it felt imperative to have a Ph.D. in order to move up 
through the hierarchy within higher education. Three contributors shared that they had been told 
that in order to become a faculty member, a Ph.D. was required. Four contributors noted the 
desire to conduct research and teach which is what led them to the Ph.D. The narrative that the 
Ph.D. remained the highest ranked degree served as a driving factor to pursue the Ph.D. for eight 
contributors. The notion of maximizing economic interests, such as moving up through the 
hierarchy within higher education, remained an underlying motivation for the contributors to 
pursue the doctoral degree.  
 When deciding between the Ph.D. and Ed.D. program, contributors highlighted the power 
of the Ph.D. One contributor noted “no one is going to question a Ph.D.” Four contributors 
shared the Ph.D. provided credentials to be in certain spaces. One noted, “it’s been my 
experience that the Ph.D. is given more emphasis and more people are familiar with a Ph.D.” 
The belief that the Ph.D. is the highest degree seemed to be the driving factor to pursue the 
doctoral degree. While twelve of the contributors considered Ed.D. programs, three considered 
only Ph.D. programs. The two main reasons for selecting the Ph.D. aligned with the 
credentials/upward mobility within their chosen career and the desire to conduct research. 
Elements of human capital theory of capital were supported by the contributors decisions to 
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pursue a Ph.D. Contributors considered the credentials and title of Ph.D. to lead toward upward 
social mobility. In addition, the Ph.D. explored the “acceptable and valued” actions in the 
doctoral education setting – research, teaching, and publication. Based on the data, human capital 
and social capital presented as components of doctoral student experiences and the historical 
purpose of the doctorate degree.  
The performativity of academia remained a topic of conversation with contributors as 
they talked about their experiences in and outside of the ivory tower.  
“I've learned that is it's a performance. And part of that performance is always 
talking about what you're working on, what you're doing next, kind of branding 
yourself in ways that kind of…show your dominance over others or show how 
much you're better than others. I think at the institution specifically, they like to 
pit us against each other. I also think that, from my understanding, emotions have 
no feeling in academia…you just got to do the work and you got to do it well. The 
other part is that the game is never going to change, despite what everybody 
wants or believes that they're doing to change the game, because we're getting this 
dual socialization of like, yes, you can be you and at the same time, you have to 
perform in this way.” 
 
Two contributors in particular made intentional steps to disrupt what they viewed as 
performativity of busyness touted by their faculty, program, and institution. “There's this real 
idea that the busier you are, somehow, the more important you are. And I am not doing it.”  For 
example, this contributor who was a full-time student, discussed the cut-off time for academic 
work throughout the week after 6 p.m. and on the weekends. The second contributor shared her 
method of “no-screen Saturdays”. The notion of disrupting the performativity aspects of 
academia remained consistent within the stories and experiences shared by the contributors.  
Theories of capital aligned with doctoral student experiences, supporting the assumption 
on socialization of doctoral students into academia.. Throughout their doctoral experiences, 
contributors noted the formal and informal learning within academia. Pursuing the Ph.D. to earn 
credentials and move upward within the hierarchy of education served as motivation for some of 
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the contributors. Components of Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth presented 
opportunities for the contributors to explore their aspirations, navigate academia, and resist the 
performativity of academia. The contributors learned the rules of the doctoral education game 
through their experiences within academia; however, they often felt powerless to change the 
rules. While the contributors engaged theories of capital in a variety of ways, they engaged with 
these theories within the ivory tower. Stories and experiences shared connecting to theories of 
capital ultimately aligned with experiences inside the ivory tower or the doctoral program. The 
experiences and stories of life outside of academia – family responsibilities, financial 
obligations, health and well-being – in the context of doctoral education remained untold in 
capital theories.   
Role Identity Theory  
 Role identity theory posited individuals hold many identities and roles (McCall & 
Simmons, 1978). Early theorists centered role identity theory around the socialization process, 
indicating an acquisition of a particular role or identity. In this study, the specific role was the 
doctoral student role. Within role identity theory, role identities formed as individuals engaged in 
social interactions. Doctoral education provided the opportunity for individuals to engage in the 
academic space – with peers, with faculty, and with advisors/supervisors. Through individual 
reflection, individuals adopted self-meaning and expectations to the particular role (Stets & 
Burke, 2000). Role identity theory, situated within the context of doctoral education and within 
academia, aligned role identities such as researcher, teacher, and scholar.  
 Doctoral education included the transitions of the doctoral student role and identities, 
particularly that of doctoral student, doctoral candidate, emerging scholar, and eventually, 
faculty member. The literature continued to focus on the doctoral student role and identities as 
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developed within the academic space and experience. Holley (2011) indicated academia 
represented intersecting cultures which doctoral students learned to navigate. The intersecting 
cultures included the institution, the specific college, the specific program/discipline, their 
advisor/supervisor’s perspective, and interactions with faculty (Foot, et al., 2014). The 
connection between role identity theory and doctoral education remained rooted in the academic 
space and culture.  
One contributor, a black woman, shared her disappointment for the treatment of white 
doctoral students by faculty of color. “They don't treat their white students they advise the way 
they treat their black students and sometimes I'm like, do you not see it, black students?” This 
contributor felt hurt by what she saw her peers going through in their doctoral program and 
shared how she would treat her future doctoral students differently. Another contributor, a white 
woman, noted her advisor, also a white woman, shared the following advice with her, “‘You are 
a reflection of me. Until you leave this program, you are a reflection of me.’ And so every time I 
make a decision about whether or not to open my mouth. It's not just me.” Through interactions 
with peers, advisors/supervisors, and programs/institutions, the contributors learned there were 
many explicit and implicit rules of the doctoral education game. As Barnett & Coate (2005) 
highlighted in their research, the rules and boundaries of academia are a pervasive and powerful 
feature of higher education.  
 The contributors explored their identities within and outside the context academia, noting 
how their identities are intertwined and shaped their experiences within doctoral education. 
Contributors brought their identities with them into academia. Demographic identities such as 
gender, race, ethnicity, ability, sexual orientation, and socioeconomic status were brought into 
academia. Identities such as mother, child, full-time employee, part-time employee, partner, etc. 
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were also brought into academia. These identities converged and often collided with the role 
identities of doctoral student, candidate, emerging scholar, etc. Contributors shared how 
navigating these identities included many unforeseen challenges, particularly as each contributor 
strived to meet the expectations of the doctoral student role.  
 As stated in chapter three, of the fifteen contributors, eleven identified as female, two 
identified as male, and two identified as queer. Two contributors identified as bisexual, one 
identified as pansexual, and two identified as gay. Seven contributors were white, three identified 
as African American/Black, three identified as biracial, and two identified as Latinx. The 
contributors varied in terms employment – with seven working full-time jobs in addition to 
attending their doctoral program full-time. Six contributors considered themselves to be full-time 
students and did not work outside of an assistantship. The marital status of the contributors also 
varied, with six contributors married and three contributors were divorced. Six of the 
contributors identified as parents. Nine contributors identified as first-generation students, 
meaning their parents did not attend and/or complete a bachelor’s degree. Age played a factor for 
five contributors who shared they were 40-years-old or older.  
 The first-generation identity proved to be an identity of importance to nine of the study 
contributors. Despite having previous experiences in academia in undergraduate and masters 
programs, the nine contributors noted how they were unsure of how to approach doctoral 
education. Knowing how to ask for help or feeling comfortable admitting help was needed 
remained a challenge for first-generation doctoral students. One female contributor shared, “I 
have struggled, I think, as a first-gen working class student navigating the politics of working in 
higher education in general, navigating the politics of a Ph.D. program.” Navigating the 
hegemony doctoral education often led to feelings of imposter syndrome within the group of 
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first-generation contributors. Imposter syndrome connected the identities of first-generation and 
health, highlighting again that identities do not occur in silos.  
“I think that everybody feels. Some of it is just feeling overwhelmed by the fact 
that I feel like everything's taking longer for me because I'm disabled now. And 
my fear is….like that's going to get out. Who’s gonna want to hire me when they 
found it how ill I am? Um, but also some of it is just like put more from feeling 
like I don't belong. I am in this in betweenness.”  
  
Tensions between personal lives and the doctoral student role presented for most of the 
contributors in the study. However, first-generation doctoral students felt an emphasized 
disconnect with family members. For contributors who had parents that were working-class or 
blue-collar, the challenge to explain the Ph.D. and what they were experiencing remained 
difficult. One contributor remarked how it felt explaining the Ph.D. experience to her parents.  
“It's uncomfortable for me. I don't like trying to explain to my  parents what I do 
because the lack of context, the gap in knowledge is so big there, because they 
didn't go to college. So how to kind of explain to someone what you do if you've 
never been inside that institution?” 
 
For the contributors who self-identified as first-generation, the tensions with family and 
perceptions of who they had become continued to be a source of stress. The assumption that the 
contributors had changed because of the education status permeated interactions with immediate 
family members. While several of the contributors noted their families supported them, even 
though they didn’t understand the experiences. One contributor experienced negative emotions 
regarding the tension with her family. “I’m the epitome of people they don’t like.”  
 In addition to identities that aligned with certain demographics, the contributors noted 
their physical and mental health contributed to how they experienced their doctoral program. 
While many not consider mental and physical health as an identity, the contributors discussed 
how their experiences with mental and physical health connected to their identities. Three female 
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contributors shared their experiences with fertility treatments. All three shared the challenges of 
fertility treatments – both mentally and physically. Through the treatments contributors were 
taking specific hormone medications, undergoing outpatient surgeries, and managing the 
emotions connected with fertility treatments. The contributors never discussed these experiences, 
unless it was absolutely necessary – in which case, they information shared did not include 
specifics.  
 Challenges with physical health occurred for several of the contributors. Conditions and 
experiences ranged from weight gain to stress to autoimmune disease diagnoses, to sexual 
assault. One contributor, who was preparing for a reconstructive surgery of her esophagus and 
stomach at the time of her interview, shared,   
“So my health really went in the toilet. And so that has really made everything 
that I've done since then harder in year two and three, but it was mostly health 
related. I no longer felt that I could keep up…like the same pace that I had been 
doing. And it's been hard.”  
 
This contributor noted that she felt extremely lucky to have faculty who supported her 
through the medical challenges, often offering extensions and assisting with applying for and 
receiving accommodations. Other contributors shared a different experience. The contributor 
who experienced a sexual assault during their program did not feel comfortable sharing the 
information with anyone on campus. Although they eventually filed a report, the contributor was 
reluctant to share the information with the advisor because of previous negative experiences and 
a lack of support the contributor felt. “When you tell me, come talk to me or I'm here for you, I 
just don't believe that, you haven't been with other smaller incidents. So I'm just navigating the 
spring quarter now, I hate being in this program.”  
 The mental health of the contributors remained a discussion point during interviews and 
the photo elicitation activity. One female contributor discussed taking a break from their doctoral 
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program, sharing “I didn't have the mental stamina for a little bit; kind of like what am I doing? 
What's going on?” A male contributor shared how he experienced a deterioration in his mental 
health, in part due to what he was experiencing in his doctoral program. “So that first year,  I was 
having panic attacks. I was crying a lot and I never have done any of those things and ended up 
getting on anxiety and depression meds. My second semester, I'm seeing a therapist regularly.” 
For this particular contributor, he kept his mental health experiences to himself, feeling that his 
faculty would judge him negatively. Another male contributor shared his experience of a mental 
breakdown. “I was taking four classes and working full-time. While I was taking those four 
classes. I had a mental breakdown. I literally had a mental breakdown.” One contributor 
approached her doctoral experience differently. She started seeing a therapist at the beginning of 
her Ph.D. program in an effort to learn how to manage her anxiety before getting too deep into 
her doctoral education. This particular contributor has maintained regular therapy appointments 
throughout her doctoral experience and shared how this has helped her to navigate the 
experiences within academia. Experiences with mental health intensified the unspoken pressure 
the contributors felt during their doctoral program.  
 Challenges with mental and physical health often led to needing accommodations within 
the academic space. For contributors who faced new experiences with accommodations often 
found it challenging to work with faculty, particularly faculty who could not see the need for an 
accommodation. For one contributor, who has hearing loss and requires specific 
accommodations, she was not unaware of the challenges her co-contributors experienced. As 
someone who has hearing loss, this contributor only started using accommodations in her 
doctoral program. While she faced challenges during her bachelor and masters programs, she 
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soon realized that she experienced challenges with hearing loss differently as a Ph.D. student. 
She shared,  
“I had a lot of problems with my accommodation. So at the beginning, I felt I had 
support from disability services. But then as my accommodation…when it 
became obvious that tool box that I use as an undergrad and my master was 
useless as a doctoral student, and I started asking for other things. Then it became 
a power struggle. They didn't like the fact that I kept telling them what they were 
doing wrong.”  
 
This contributor specifically talked about how she was learning to use her research interests and 
conference connections to advocate for herself and other students needing accommodations. “But 
now, as I go through my research, I have found myself. I have also found how bad it is for other 
students. So I feel like, I have become more of an activist.”  
 The identity of child factored into how several contributors approached their doctoral 
program. Two contributors, both male, experienced the unexpected passing of their mother 
during the doctoral program. Another contributor shared how she had to take a few weeks away 
from her doctoral program because her father experienced a severe manic episode. One 
contributor shared how her parents and sibling were often in and out of jail and experienced drug 
and alcohol addictions. The experiences of supporting family during challenges or losing family 
influenced how these contributors experienced doctoral education. “There are more important 
things than what we're doing in the academy, and I just can't spend all of my time worrying about 
what we're doing in the academy when I have these family issues, when I have a husband I want 
to spend time with, when I have my mom and my stepdad  and my brother and my nieces and 
nephews that I want to spend time with.” The fifteen contributors all recognized at various points 






The reflection narrative at the beginning of the chapter provided a summative viewpoint 
of the contributors’ experiences in doctoral education. While many research studies (Gopaul, 
2015a; Gopaul, 2015b; Holley and Gardner, 2012; Garcia et al., 2020) centered on Ph.D. student 
experiences within academia and their doctoral education, their personal experiences were left 
untold. Each of the fifteen contributors experienced challenges and successes in and outside of 
the ivory tower. Challenges such as mental health, physical health, family responsibilities, 
financial support, fertility treatments, and career obligations were often not mentioned in the 
literature. Contributor’s claimed identities not included in an admission application. Identities 
such as mother, son, partner, employee, and leader were not traditional demographic check 
boxes, yet these identities deeply impacted the trajectory and experiences of each contributor. 
As Ph.D. students, the contributors recognized the tug-of-war tension that existed as they 
experienced doctoral education. In the academic space, the narrative fed to doctoral students 
centered on becoming a faculty member, conducting research, and publications as a way to 
become known in education. One contributor remarked, “faculty forget what it’s like”. Another 
contributor admitted feeling disconnected from faculty who asked “why are you here if you don’t 
want to be a tenure track faculty member?”   
The tug-of-war game between academia and personal life weighed heavily on each 
contributor at some point in their experience. For some, the outcome of the tug-of-war game 
meant stopping their doctoral education for a time. The pause in the doctoral experience allowed 
the contributors to step away, gain clarity, and reflect on their experiences in the program. The 
contributors, in the moments of paused education, focused on their mental health, their roles and 
responsibilities, and their personal lives.  
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 The narratives in chapter five highlighted the personal experiences of Ph.D. students, 
indicating there is more to life than academia. The study contributors struggled with the drastic 
changes to life and academia due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic forced individuals 
to interact people in and outside of academia differently, mainly in a virtual space. Faculty 
transitioned to teaching virtually through Zoom, WebEx, or Microsoft Teams. Graduate 
assistantships adjusted to fit into a remote or virtual space. Despite the pandemic the expectation 
to publish and produce continued. Several of the contributors commented on how the expectation 
to perform remained, despite what might have been happening in their personal lives and living 
spaces.  
Based on the contributors’ experiences, identities, and the doctoral student role 
converged and intertwined in and outside of academia. However, the literature focused primarily 
on the development of the doctoral identity, the scholar identity, or the faculty identity as 
separated or siloed from the individual’s identity(ies). In the following section, recommendations 
for doctoral student education include the convergence and support of various identities within 
doctoral education. 
Research Study Limitations  
No research study is without limitations. One limitation included the distinction between 
Ph.D. and Ed.D. students. The study focused on doctoral students in a Ph.D. program. The 
decision to focus on the Ph.D. was intentional, particularly as the literature claimed the Ph.D. as 
the pinnacle of education. The belief that the Ph.D. remained higher than the Ed.D. aligned with 
the historical purpose of doctoral education. The exclusion of Ed.D. students in education added 
to the ideology of a hierarchy within higher education (Allen et al. 2000).  
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A second limitation centered on the decision to include all identities of Ph.D. students in 
the exploration of doctoral education. Instead of focusing on one specific identity or role, I made 
the decision to ask participants which identities remained salient to each individual during their 
doctoral student experiences. This limitation, for some, provided a broad perspective of Ph.D. 
students in doctoral education instead of centering one particular identity within the context of 
doctoral education experiences.  
The voices represented in the study are not inclusive. While I worked to ensure that the 
contributors identities aligned with doctoral student data from the National Science Foundation 
and the National Center for Education Statistics, I believe there are still voices missing from the 
research study. For example, I was not able to connect with international students studying in the 
United States. Several individuals expressed interest from outside of the United States; however, 
the study does not include international student experiences. In addition, identities such as 
(dis)ability, sexuality, and age while included in the study do not represent all students with 
disabilities, the entire LBGTQIA+ population, or a wide range of ages. This limitation serves as 
a recommendation for future studies to include a more diverse population of doctoral students.  
A fourth limitation highlighted whose experiences were eventually represented in the 
study. The perimeters of those involved in the study remained specific. The study focused on 
Ph.D. students in the U.S. in specific areas of education (educational policy, foundations, K-12 
education, teaching and curriculum, education administration, and education leadership and 
higher education). Research studies within these particular perimeters were limited. I centered 
the study on these specific perimeters because I wanted to engage in the experiences and stories 





 In his Letter from the Birmingham Jail, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote. “Whatever 
affects one directly, affects all indirectly” (King, 1963, p. 3). The knowledge gained from the 
fifteen contributors provided a piece of the Ph.D. student experience puzzle. I struggled to come 
up with an “answer” for this research study. There is no single answer, no magic potion, no one 
recommendation that would change the experiences of Ph.D. students in education in the United 
States. The contributors’ stories shared in this study matter. While the contributors may not be 
perceived as whistleblowers, the stories shared highlight the experiences within academia that 
have been studied for decades. The point in sharing the contributors’ stories centers on the notion 
that not much has changed in academia and doctoral education. The hegemony of doctoral 
education the notion of passing on learned behaviors from faculty and advisors to students, the 
performativity of academia still exists.  
I ruminated on the implicit message that I needed to conduct unique research; I was under 
the impression that I needed to conjure a solution to the problem. I found, however, that one 
research study would not provide the solution to changing the experiences of Ph.D. students in 
education. If sixty years of doctoral research had not provided one solution to change doctoral 
education, how was I supposed to accomplish this in one research study? I found, quite honestly, 
I could not solve the entire doctoral education puzzle. I have one piece, which in retrospect, is 
what I wanted to accomplish with this research study. Instead of solving the puzzle, I considered 
how the contributors’ experiences inform me, the discipline of education, institutional 
hegemonic practices, and education research. Perhaps, then, the research study is for me – the 
researcher. As I reflected on my experiences in the Ph.D. program, I carefully examined 
moments where the Ph.D. experience created tensions between my personal life, the professional 
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life and career I love, and the academic career I wanted so desperately to build. I thought about 
the moments where I fell short in building my academic persona – the haphazard way I 
approached the cognate, the failed moments of writing for publication, and my comprehensive 
exam defense where I clearly had no idea about what I wanted to contribute academically to 
education and academia.  
As I engaged with the contributors, I realized that I don’t need to separate out my 
identities to accommodate academia. Their stories helped me realize that the doctoral student 
role and identities are intertwined – within and outside of academia. As I connected with the 
stories and experiences shared, I found strength and validation in my experiences as a Ph.D. 
student. Okri (1997) indicated the antagonists of your writing allow the writer to derive greater 
authority. “They make it absolutely necessary for you to be more than yourself,” (p. 12). It is 
through the encouragement gained through the contributors’ stories and Martin Luther King, Jr.’s 
words that I share the following recommendations based on the collective experiences of sixteen 
doctoral students in education.   
Recommendation #1: Reframing Socialization  
Socialization theory centered experiences in the academia – in both undergraduate and 
graduate research. Socialization included the process by which individuals acquire knowledge, 
skills, values, attitudes, and norms needed for membership in society, groups, or organizations 
(Golde, 1998; Weidman et al., 2001). As doctoral students experienced their institution and 
program, the student began to understand the inherent components of the socialization process. 
Understanding how to act, what role to play, and how roles relate to others remained essential 
aspects of the socialization process (Mendoza & Gardner, 2010). However, through variations of 
socialization models, a student’s background and identities are listed as influencing factors with 
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higher education at the center of the socialization process. “Higher ed institutions are shown in 
the center of the intersecting ellipses because they provide the setting for student socialization 
through which other dimensions interact and are influenced” (Weidman & DeAngelo, 2020, p. 
312).   
A doctoral degree, considered to be a massive undertaking, demanded doctoral students’ 
time, energy, finances, and attention. Higher education institutions provide the setting for 
socialization; however, doctoral students identities are embedded in the doctoral student role. 
While Weidman & DeAngelo (2020) claimed student background as an influencing factor in 
socialization, I argue that student background remains central to the socialization process. By 
centering the student’s background and identities with higher ed institutions, the socialization 
process transitions from a process in which the student is acted upon to a process that is in 
conjunction with the student. In addition, Garcia et al. (2020) critiqued Weidman (1989) for 
failing to acknowledge historically marginalized students would struggle to adapt to spaces that 
were not created for them. Weidman (2006) relied on the perspective that, through socialization, 
the institution can change students. “Colleges can serve as climates for the technical (acquisition 
of knowledge and skills) and moral (acquisition of values, beliefs, and commitments) 
socialization of students” (p. 250). Aligning with Garcia et al (2020), I urge scholars and 
researchers to be bolder about addressing the hegemony embedded within colleges and 
universities at all levels. Improving the socialization process to be more applicable to the 
complex identities of doctoral students, in particular, along with recognizing the hegemony and 
practices in place is imperative, now more than ever before. Impacts of COVID-19 are yet to be 
fully explored within the context of doctoral education; however, the pandemic forced 
institutions and individuals to pivot from the notion of “this is how it has always been done.” 
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Below, I illustrate how reframing the socialization process to include the student’s background 
(identities) as central to their experiences in higher education institutions will allow for students’ 
to bring their identities into the socialization framework.  
To add to Garcia et al.’s (2020) model of socialization, I incorporated two concepts 
within the hegemony of doctoral education – Implicit and Explicit Learning and Normative 
Standards of Doctoral Education. By including the element of Implicit and Explicit Learning, I 
aimed to highlight the type of learning and knowledge acquisition within doctoral education. 
Implicit and Explicit Learning directly applies to Harding-DeKam et al.’s (2012) examination of 
doctoral advising, underscoring the concept that most advisors adopt their advising style based 
on their (the advisor’s) experiences in graduate school. Pre-conceived and unexpressed ideals of 





























Figure 4: Reframing Socialization, Wallaert 2021 
 Normative Standards of Doctoral Education connect to Boyer’s (1990) notion of the four 
areas of the professoriate – mastery of the discipline, independent research, dissemination of 
knowledge, and teaching practices. The Normative Standards of Doctoral Education includes the 
hegemony of doctoral education – coursework, comprehensive exams, defense of comprehensive 
exams, dissertation/thesis proposal and final defense, and achievement of the full-time faculty 
role (Nettles & Millett, 2006; Mendoza & Gardner, 2010; Walker et al., 2008). Within the 
framework of the socialization process, the contributors noted they did not experience much 
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The proposed reframing of the socialization process brings the student’s identities a 
central aspect of their doctoral experience. While previous models focused on how identities 
influenced doctoral education, the contributors shared in this study their identities are not 
separate from doctoral education. Many of the experiences, particularly related to mental health, 
occur within the setting of higher education. Levecque et al. (2017) found one-third of Ph.D. 
students developed or were at risk of developing psychological distress, particularly depression 
while in doctoral programs. With this in mind, it is imperative to understand how identities are 
brought into the setting of doctoral education.  
 Within Student Identities and Roles, I added  ability and age as identities noted as salient 
to the contributors’ experiences. As mentioned above, age provided a different viewpoint and 
context to the older contributors who were less worried about the performative aspects of 
academia. Ability remains an identity that is left out of researchers who are considered able-
bodied. However, a disabled person experiences the higher education setting much differently. 
The challenge of securing accommodations and constantly explaining to peers, faculty, and 
supervisors/advisors the context of the disability is exhausting. Higher education settings must 
start recognizing ability as a piece of the student’s identity, not a hassle or excuse.  
 The list within the Student Identities and Roles is not meant to be all inclusive. The point 
of bringing this section into the center of doctoral student socialization focuses on the concept 
that identities and roles cannot be separated from how Ph.D. students experience doctoral 
education. The identities brought into the doctoral education space are more than influencing 
factors of the socialization process; identities are embedded within the Ph.D. student’s 
experiences through the socialization process.   
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A second addition to the Student Identities & Roles presents a new form of capital. 
Palmer (2000) claims, “I must listen for the truths and values at the heart of my own identity, not 
the standards by which I must live” (p. 4). It is within this statement that I developed resilience 
capital. Resilience capital refers to the intrinsic and intuitive behaviors to engage in and 
complete doctoral education. In addition to gaining credentials or engaging in the learning 
process, study contributors highlighted a deeply rooted intrinsic feeling to continue with their 
doctoral education, despite what they were experiencing in their doctoral program.  
 The American Psychological Association (2012) defines resilience as the process of 
adapting in the face of adversity or significant sources of stress. Stress factors, such as family 
and relationship problems, changes in responsibilities, serious health problems, and 
environments, connect the ability to “bounce back” with profound personal growth – indicating 
resilience. Psychologists note being resilient does not mean that a person won’t experience 
difficult or distressing situations (APA, 2012). Therefore, resilience involves behaviors, 
thoughts, and actions that individuals can develop and learn through experiences and 
interactions.  
 Resilience capital aligns with Duckworth’s (2016) research on grit and perseverance. 
Duckworth identifies two components of grit – passion and perseverance. Grit is the combination 
of passion (a deep, enduring knowledge of what you want) and perseverance (hard work and 
resilience) (Duckworth, 2016). To move in a direction with consistency and endurance, an 
individual can develop grit to meet their goals and aspirations. The four psychological assets 
behind grit include interest (love or joy for what you do), practice (continuous improvement), 




 The concept of resilience capital remains rooted in tacit knowledge. Polanyi (1983) 
described tactic knowledge as knowledge that cannot be put into words. The contributors 
discussed the desire or need to “push through” to complete the degree, although defining the 
exact feeling was elusive. Polanyi (1983) noted a type of tactic knowing is involved in how we 
find our way in the dark. While Polanyi related this type of tactic knowing to entering a dark 
movie theatre, I argue the same concept relates to the experiences of the informal and formal 
learning that occurs in doctoral student education. Often doctoral students “feel” their way 
through coursework, relationships with faculty and advisors, and life. By developing a meaning 
of where they are through formal and informal interactions, doctoral students are able to find 
their way through the socialization process. While navigating the darkness, experiences in and 
outside of academia influence how doctoral students engage in socialization. Identities brought 
into doctoral education along with faculty, advisors, and peers influence how Ph.D. students 
experience doctoral education.  
The tacit knowing that Ph.D. students hold based on their identities serve as a light to 
guide them through the darkness of the doctoral education journey. Tacit knowing fuels the 
resolve of doctoral students to “push through” doctoral education, regardless of what they 
experience within and outside of the ivory tower. Therefore, resilience capital is formed through 
the tacit knowledge used to navigate the experiences of doctoral education.  
Recommendation 2: Loosen the Hegemonic Grip  
 The American doctorate, modeled after the German doctorate, historically centers on an 
elite group of students as they prepared for careers as scholars and researchers (Nettles & Millet, 
2006). The elite group of students consisted of white men. However, the American doctorate has 
drastically changed since the first doctorate degree awarded in 1861. Changes in the economy, 
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such as increased global competition and innovative technology in addition to a global pandemic 
have influenced how individuals approach or consider doctoral education.   
The landscape of the country caused a shift in who engaged in doctoral education. The 
number of women and first-generation doctoral students increased from the 1990s to 2010, while 
doctorates awarded to historically marginalized students remained low (Gardner & Mendoza, 
2010). As of 2015, approximately half of North American Indigenous Peoples and black or 
African American doctoral students and 40% of Hispanic and Latino doctoral students belonged 
to families where neither parent had been awarded a college degree (NSF, 2017). In 2018, about 
30% of the doctoral students who earned a degree were considered first-generation students 
(NCSES, 2019).  According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2018), the National 
Science Foundation (2018), and the National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics 
(2019), 68% of women completed doctoral degrees in education.  
Regardless of the changes in the landscape of the United States and doctoral student 
identities, the same processes and practices continue in doctoral education. Again, I wonder with 
sixty years of research connecting the experiences of doctoral students, higher education, and 
socialization, how are institutions, programs, and faculty still operating in the same hegemony of 
doctoral education? Within this section, I explore several recommendations to loosen the 
hegemonic grip within doctoral education. The recommendations provide specific attention to 
education programs; however, I believe these recommendations could be implemented within 
any institution or discipline.  
The rite of passage that permeates doctoral education includes of academic hazing or 
bullying. Faculty continue to perpetuate the hegemonic practices of doctoral education by 
supervising/advising the way they experienced doctoral education. Departmental chairs within 
266 
 
education programs, and arguably all Ph.D. programs, need to assess the practices and behaviors 
of faculty within the department. Assessments from the Ph.D. student and the faculty 
perspectives are needed to fully employ this recommendation. Understanding the implicit and 
explicit behaviors within the academic space could provide insight on departmental policies to 
update or change, particularly as not all doctoral experiences are the same.  
A second recommendation focuses on the experiences of full-time employed doctoral 
students. Often doctoral students are not able to experience assistantships and research or receive 
funding due to their full-time employment. The policies (explicit or implicit) prohibit full-time 
employed doctoral students from gaining valuable experiences in academia – research, 
publications, and teaching. Structural assessment and interrogation of policies at the institution 
and department level could provide opportunities for growth, focusing on the training of doctoral 
students who work full-time. While there are doctoral students who push to hold a full-time job 
and engage in the experiences in academia, again this leads to increased stress, reduced time with 
family, or impacts on their full-time employment.  
A third recommendation centers on understanding the current doctoral student. As 
discussed in the contributors’ narratives, there is a complexity of identities that come along with 
Ph.D. students into doctoral education. Faculty, particularly faculty advisors, need to engage in 
self-assessment of how they approach working with Ph.D. students. Reflective questions that 
lean toward reviewing advisor practices, beliefs, and expectations will allow faculty to explore 
their pedagogical practices in the classroom and within advising spaces. Instead of assuming 
Ph.D. students are novices or need development, ask the Ph.D. student about their past 
experiences and how they came into doctoral education. If the Ph.D. student works full-time, 
create opportunities to discuss the student’s professional career, the expertise they bring to the 
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academic space, and where they would like to develop.  There has to be a discussion on 
definitions and experiences because where you have the responsibility, you have to take the 
responsibility. For faculty, this means that there is a responsibility to learn and get to know 
doctoral students – not just for their academic prowess or research potential, but for who they 
are, where they have been, and what they can bring to academia.  
The Ph.D. structure needs to account for the complexity of identities of doctoral students. 
Within the realm of understanding the doctoral student role and identities, policies within 
institutions and departments need to undergo a review. Institutional and department leaders 
should ask, what policies and practices are in place that may provide a barrier for our diverse 
student population? A deep dive into the reasons for existing policies and procedures allows for 
institutional and department leaders, faculty, and Ph.D. students to understand the rationale for 
each policy and procedure. One contributor noted how certain polices, such as a yearly program 
review, were implemented; however, nothing was done with the information. The process caused 
stress for the Ph.D. students who felt they had “to prove” their progress. Follow-up to the 
submitted forms and information did not occur. If departments have similar processes and 
policies in place, the question begs to be asked – why? A full review of policies and practices 
allows for Ph.D. students to learn about the policy change and implementation process – a skill 
that would prove useful in any future career, particularly the faculty role.  
The fifth and final recommendation to “loosen the hegemonic grip” centers on mission 
statements and congruency. Within the institution, the college, and the department levels, serious 
attention must be paid to what words and ideals are espoused in a mission statement. A particular 
area of attention centers on diversity, equity, and inclusion language. The mission statements of 
each contributor’s institution, college, and department includes language to indicate an inclusive 
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and open environment. However, the language in the statements and the actions are incongruent. 
Statements which tout diversity and inclusion, but only center on certain identities such as race, 
gender, or class are not inclusive. There are many identities that were missing from all mission 
statements reviewed – particularly related to (dis)ability and sexuality. Language connected to 
gender appeared to only focus on the gender binary. For students to feel comfortable and 
included in a space, their identities must be recognized. 
The recognition of all identities remains imperative within the curriculum of the Ph.D. 
program in education. The fifteen contributors noted how the curriculum of their Ph.D. programs 
did not include literature, case studies, or discussions related to students with disabilities and 
sexuality. The exclusion of these topics in the curriculum led to a feeling of disconnect and 
incongruence for the contributors. An additional layer connecting to the alignment of mission 
statements and Ph.D. student experiences alludes to who is teaching the courses. Institutional, 
college, and departmental leadership need to assess who is and is not represented in the faculty. 
For example, if an education program’s mission statement discusses diversity and inclusion as an 
important factor, the faculty demographics should match the language. In the words of one 
contributor,  “Sometimes it makes it difficult to develop that sense of belonging, because 
especially in a department where we talk so much about inclusion and diversity, but we still have 
a lot of students that are left behind.”  
Recommendation 3: Recognize Ph.D. Students’ Identities  
 This research study presents a small representation of doctoral student experiences within 
one field. Understanding doctoral students’ stories of their experiences requires more attention. 
Hopwood and Paulson (2010) noted statistical analyses according to demographic “do not reflect 
the complex nature of experience – experience that involves multiple facets, some of which 
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change over time” (p. 679). It is imperative to note the doctoral student role and identities may 
shift and change and the lens through which Ph.D. students experience doctoral education may 
also change.  
 The complex spaces, role, and identities of doctoral student learning and experiences are 
not well documented in the literature. Further research is needed to continue to examine and 
understand doctoral student experiences within and outside of academia. I would caution 
researchers to avoid viewing the complexity of experiences as the result of a student with 
problems or position students as victims. However, we must recognize doctoral students 
experience a range of emotions, situations, challenges and successes as they go through their 
doctoral program.  
 Regardless of the construction of identity, as many identities are considered 
constructions, I would encourage researchers to dig deeper into the first-generation student 
identity. As the United States becomes more diverse, higher education institutions will continue 
to see a rise in students identifying as first-generation students. This is not an identity that should 
be ignored, as the implications and experiences of this identity stretch well beyond the confines 
of the ivory tower.  
 As professionals and educators within institutions of higher education, I am compelled to 
impress the importance of learning who doctoral students are and the experiences they have 
within and outside of academia. Personal lives are not left at the door of the ivory tower. 
Doctoral students do not solely pursue faculty roles following the completion of their degree. We 
need to pay attention to the experiences of doctoral students – experiences they bring into 
academia, experiences navigating academia, and experiences that determine their future roles in 
society. The ivory tower cannot remain a static, hegemonic ridden place.  
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Recommendation 4: Researcher, Expand the Research 
 The final recommendation is meant for me – the researcher. Throughout my doctoral 
experience, I fought to find the “correct” path moving forward. The tension between my 
personal, professional, and future academic identity remains; however, I concluded that I do not 
need to fit into the historical belief that a Ph.D. equates a future as a faculty member. While the 
future remains elusive, I created a path forward through this research study. Thus, the final 
recommendation provides a new perspective for my research puzzle and my future a scholar 
practitioner.  
 The first piece of the puzzle is situated within this research study. From the data 
collected, there are several opportunities to explore the experiences of Ph.D. students in 
education. I will continue to engage with the stories, as I do not believe that every detail and 
aspect have been told about the contributors’ experiences. Exploration and continued attention 
must be paid to the contributors’ stories – and these stories must be shared broadly.  
 I found a deep appreciation and renewed interest in exploring doctoral education, the 
socialization process, and the experiences of Ph.D. students. Herein lies another piece to my 
puzzle. Reflecting on how the contributors’ stories have informed my understanding of Ph.D. 
students in education, I see the need to expand my research to a variety of disciplines. I often 
found myself wondering how the Ph.D. experiences in education compared to the Ph.D. 
experiences of engineering or the sciences. What stories and experiences are hidden because 
Ph.D. students have not shared their story yet?  
The third piece of the puzzle is to work on continuing to build out the notion of resilience 
capital and the new socialization framework. There is much more work to be done to expand this 
aspect of the research and continue to add to the literature. How does resilience capital and the 
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revised socialization model show up in doctoral education? I am committed to continuing this 
exploration of Ph.D. student experiences. Future studies are needed to strength the notion of 
resilience capital and the socialization process of doctoral students.  
 The final piece to point out in this new puzzle focuses on action. How can I use the 
knowledge and stories in this study to inform my practitioner role? One opportunity lies in 
collaborating with a group of faculty at Georgia Tech to reinstitute a graduate level course that 
brings the stories shared in this study to light. Class sessions may focus on the how of doctoral 
education – how to review and synthesize literature, how to talk with your advisor about 
expectations and communication, etc. The stories shared within this study directly impact the 
learning outcomes I am developing for this course. While the course will be geared toward Ph.D. 
students in materials science and engineering, I will be able to directly apply the lessons learned 
from the contributors to impact doctoral students enrolled in the course.  
The End is a Beginning  
“They will not know I have gone away to come back. For the ones I left behind. 
 For the ones who cannot out.” – Sandra Cisneros, The House on Mango Street 
 
 This qualitative study examined the experiences of Ph.D. students in education in the 
United States. Utilizing three theoretical frameworks, human capital theory, cultural capital 
theory, and role identity theory, the research study examined the experiences of Ph.D. students 
within the hegemony of doctoral education. Fifteen contributors shared their experiences in and 
outside of the ivory tower through interviews, documents, and photo essays. The findings 
indicated Ph.D. students do not separate their experiences within and outside of academia, which 
contradicts the socialization process. Socialization, the process of learning rules, norms, and 
identities within a given social structure, remained at the center of doctoral education. 
Recommendations included a reframing of Weidman’s (2001) socialization framework, a new 
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form of capital, measures to loosen the hegemonic grip of doctoral education, and further 
research to solidify the new socialization framework and resilience capital.  
 This study is significant due to the contributors’ voices. The contributors, despite some 
concern about their advisor or the institution finding out about their participation, shared deeply 
personal and moving stories that spoke to their experiences within and outside the ivory tower. 
The message undergirding the study indicated that despite what role identity theory and 
socialization indicate, Ph.D. students do not experience doctoral education in isolation from their 
identities outside of academia.  
Finally, the stories of the contributors and I are far from over. I strongly believe the 
fifteen contributors will make lasting impacts in education and education research through their 
stories. What I know for sure is that stories are more than words. Stories live inside us and make 
us who we are. My life has been forever changed by my experiences and the contributors’ 
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Social Media Posts to Recruit Study Participants  
Post 1:  
Good evening! 
I am seeking participants for my dissertation study. My qualitative dissertation study 
entitled, If These Ivory Tower Walls Could Talk: Examining the Experiences of PhD students in 
Education, focuses on the experiences of PhD students in education programs in the United 
States. Education programs include educational policy, foundations, K-12 education, teaching 
and curriculum, education administration, education leadership and higher education. 
Experiences related to socialization into academia, the hidden curriculum, and 
institutional/program mission and vision will be examined through the study. 
Please email or send me a private message if you are interested in participating in the study. 
My email address is kawallaert@student.gsu.edu. I am looking forward to connecting with you 
to dialogue about your experiences! 
Thank you! 
 
Post 2:  
Good evening everyone! I am new to the group and loving the encouragement regarding the 
writing process. 
I am currently recruiting participants for my qualitative study If These Ivory Tower Walls Could 
Talk: Examining Experiences of PhD Students in Education. (IRB # H21227). Please see below 
for more details for my dissertation study. 
The PhD experience is wrought with challenges and successes, particularly for historically 
marginalized doctoral students. Research questions guiding the study include: 1) How do PhD 
students experience doctoral education? 2) How do PhD students experience the hidden 
curriculum in education doctoral programs? 3) How do PhD students experiences align with the 
institution/program mission, vision, etc. for graduate education? 
The study, employing heuristic inquiry and narrative inquiry, will examine the experiences of 
doctoral students. Participation will include one semi-structured, 90-120-minute interview and a 
photo elicitation reflection activity. Institutional and program data such as mission statements, 
vision statements, and strategic plans will be reviewed to determine alignment of historical goals 
of graduate programs and socialization (entrance into academia). Participant may take up to 4 
hours over the course of 2 months. 
Participant’s identity will remain confidential by utilizing pseudonyms and then creating 
composite narratives. Participants will review transcriptions of their interview and will have the 
opportunity to dialogue about the findings, should they choose to do so. 
Education programs include the following: teaching, instruction and curriculum, leadership, 
education policy, etc. 
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If you are interested in participating in the study, please complete the survey 
here: https://gsu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_byeIxjJd1XsgrJ3. Please reach out to me 
at kawallaert@student.gsu.edu should you have any questions about the study. 
 

















Interested Participant Qualtrics Survey 
Thank you for your interest in the research study entitled: If These Ivory Tower Walls Could 
Talk: Examining the Experiences of Ph.D. students in Education. This research study focused on 
the experiences of Ph.D. students in education programs in the United States. Education 
programs include educational policy, foundations, K-12 education, teaching and curriculum, 
education administration, education leadership and higher education.  
  
Participation in the study will include the following:  
1) One 90-120 minute semi-structured, recorded interview,  
2) Providing a photo/image of describing your Ph.D. student experiences,  
3) Writing a 500-750 word reflection related to the photo/image, and  
4) No more than 60 minutes to review the interview transcription. 
  
If you are interested in participating in the research study, please complete the short 
questionnaire. Once you submit the questionnaire, the Student PI will reach out to you via email 
to provide the Consent Form and start the research process.  
 
Questions:  
1. Name (First & Last) 
2. Email Address 
3. Please indicate whether you are currently enrolled in a Ph.D. program in Education.  
a. Yes 
b. No 
4. Please list name of program and institution 
5. Please indicate your current status in your program:  
a. Coursework 
b. Comprehensive Exams 
c. Prospectus 
d. Dissertation 




7. Please list name of program and institution.  
8. Please indicate if you maintained continuous enrollment in your program. 
a. Yes 
b. No 
9. Please describe the nature/focus of your program of study.  




b. Black/African American 
c. Hispanic 
d. Indigenous/Native American 
e. Latinx 
f. Pacific Islander 
g. White 
h. First-Generation (parent/s did not complete college degree) 




m. International Student 
n. Employed full-time 
o. Employed part-time 
p. Part-time Student 
q. Full-time Student 
r. Teaching Assistant 
s. Research Assistant 
t. Graduate Assistant 
11. Please indicate your interest in participating in the study. The study will take no more 
than 6 hours of your time over no more than a one-year period.  
a. Yes – I am interested in participating in the study 
b. No – I am not interested in participating in the study 
12. Please provide your location (city, state) 
13. Please provide your time zone.  
 
Thank you for participating in the survey! You will receive a message within 48 hours if you are 






















Email to Interested/Potential Study Participants 
 
Good morning X,   
 
I hope this message finds you doing well! Thank you for agreeing to participate in my 
dissertation study. I am looking forward to connecting with you to talk about your doctoral 
experiences.  
 
Before we discuss scheduling a time for the interview, I wanted to share a little about who I 
am. I am a white, female, first-generation student. I have worked in student affairs 
administration for 16 years and am currently a doctoral student at Georgia State University 
in the Educational Policy Studies program. I became interested in studying the experiences 
of graduate students after connecting with colleagues across the country and hearing about 
their varied purposes for pursing doctorate degrees and experiences in their programs.  
 
I am attaching the Informed Consent Form for you to complete. Because the study is 
considered Exempt, you will not see a stamped approval from the IRB office. Please 
complete the form and return a signed copy to me via email.  
 
Finally, I would like to schedule a time for us to meet for an interview. We can meet via 
phone or video - whichever you prefer. Please let me know when you are available to meet 
for the interview. The interview is planned to take anywhere from 90 minutes to 2 hours. 
During this meeting, we will discuss the research process and your involvement as well.  
 








Kerry Ann Wallaert 
Doctoral Student 
Georgia State University 
 
Educational Policy Studies: Social Foundations 
kawallaert@student.gsu.edu 
 









Georgia State University  
Informed Consent 
 
Title: If These Ivory Tower Walls Could Talk: Examining the Experiences of PhD Students in 
Education 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Jennifer Esposito Norris 
Student Principal Investigator: Kerry Ann Wallaert 
 
Introduction & Key Information 
You are invited to take part in a research study. It is up to you to decide if you would like to take 
part in the study.  
 
The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of PhD students in education programs 
in the United States.  
 
Your role in the study will last no more than 5 hours over a period of six months.   
 
You will be asked to do the following: participate in an online survey (15 minutes), participate in 
an interview (90-120 minutes) that can take place over the phone or online (Zoom), and provide 
two photos/images and a written 500-750 word reflection. Reviewing the interview transcript 
may take up to additional 60 minutes of participating. Participating in this study will not expose 
you to any more risks than you would experience in a typical day.  
 
This study is not designed to benefit you. Overall, we hope to gain information about the 
experiences of PhD students in education programs in the United States.  
 
Purpose 
The purpose of the study is to examine the experiences of PhD students in education programs in 
the United States. You are invited to take part in this research study because you indicated an 
interest in the study as a currently enrolled PhD student or recently graduated PhD student in an 
education program. A range of eight to twenty people will be invited to take part in this study.  
 
Procedures 
If you decide to take part, you will be complete an online survey. After completing the survey, 
you will be interviewed once for a period of 90-120 minutes. Interview questions will focus on 
your experiences as a PhD student in an education program in the United States, what you have 
learned through the process, how you have been socialized into a future academia role, and how 
institution/graduate school/education program mission statement, vision statement, and strategic 
plans align or not with the historic goal of doctoral education. You will be asked to provide two 
photos/images that illustrate your PhD student experiences. A written reflection of 500-750 
words will accompany the photos/images. The photo elicitation and reflection may take 60-90 
minutes. You will be asked to review the interview transcripts, which may require an additional 
60 minutes of your time. Study participation will span six months. You will interact with the 




Interviews will be conducted over the phone or online (Zoom). Interviews will be audio/video 
recorded and transcribed. Interview data will be stored in a firewall and encrypted computer in 
the Student PI’s home office.  
 
Future Research 
Researchers will remove information that may identify you and your institution. Researchers 
may use your data for future research. If we do this, we will not ask for any additional consent 
from you.  
 
Risks 
In this study, you will not have any more risks than you would in a normal day of life. No injury 
is expected from this study, but if you believe you have been harmed, contact the research team 
as soon as possible. Georgia State University and the research team have not set aside funds to 
compensate for any injury.  
 
Benefits 
This study is not designed to benefit you personally. Overall, we hope to gain information about 
PhD student experiences in education programs in the United States.  
 
Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal 
You do not have to be in this study. If you decide to be in the study and change your mind, you 
have the right to drop out at any time. You may skip questions or stop participating at any time.  
 
You may refuse to take part in the study or stop at any time.  
 
Confidentiality 
We will keep your records private to the extent allowed by law. The following people and 
entities will have access to the information you provide:  
• Jennifer Esposito Norris, PI and Kerry Ann Wallaert, Student PI 
• GSU Institutional Review Board  
• Office for Human Research Protection (OHRP) 
 
The information you provide will be stored on a password- and firewall-protected computer.  
 
When we present or publish the results of this study, we will use the pseudonym that you choose 
and the composite narrative created from the data collected.  
 
Contact Information  
Contact Jennifer Esposito Norris at jesposito@gsu.edu 
• If you have questions about the study or your part in it 
• If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about the study 
 
The IRB at Georgia State University reviews all research that involves human participants. You 
can contact the IRB if you would like to speak to someone who is not involved directly with the 
study. You can contact the IRB for questions, concerns, problems, information, input, or 
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We will give you a copy of this consent form to keep.  
 














































Email Communications to Participants 
 
Scheduling Email:  
Good evening X,   
 
I hope you are doing well! Thank you for sending the signed Consent form.  
 
How does December 18 at 11a.m. MT/1 p.m. EST work for your interview? I am including the 
link here:  https://us02web.zoom.us/j/89009131617. Please let me know if you would like me to 
send you a calendar invite.  
 





































Title: Ivory Tower  
Principal Investigator: Jennifer Esposito Norris 
Co-Investigator: Kerry Ann Wallaert   
Participant’s Pseudonym Name/Name of choice: _________________________________ 
 




• Thank you … 
• Introduce myself … 
• Purpose of the interview … 
 
The purpose of the study is to examine the experiences of PhD students in education programs in 
the United States.  
 
The purpose of today’s interview is to inquire about your experiences as a PhD program. You are 
being interviewed because you have volunteered to participate in the study. The interview will 
include two parts. The first part will center on your experiences as a PhD student. The second 
part will center on the participant’s identities and their experiences as a PhD student in 
education.  
 
Interview Questions – Doctoral Experience Questions (Part 1) 
1. Why did you decide to pursue a doctoral degree?  
a. What do you hope to do after you complete your degree?  
2. What was your experience when you first started your doctoral program?  
a. Prompts:  
i. How did you connect with faculty/peers? 
ii. How did you find assistantships or research opportunities?  
iii. If you did not have these opportunities, why is that?  
3. What was your experience after you completed coursework?  
a. Prompts:  
i. How has your faculty and your advisor supported you through the doctoral 
experience?  
ii. What experiences thus far have been the most significant to you?  
iii. What experiences thus far have been the most challenging for you?  
4. What was your experience after you completed comprehensive exams?  
5. What experiences in your PhD program were surprising to you?  
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6. What have you learned about the culture of academia through your experience?  
7. Do you think the institution/program mission, vision, and strategic plan align with your 
experience?  
a. Why or why not?  
8. What does your next career step look like for you?  
a. Will you enter academia? Why or why not?  
b. If not academia, where do you hope to work?  
9. What else would you like to share with me?  
 
Interview Questions – Identity Questions (Part 2)  
1. What identity(ies) have been most salient throughout your PhD experience?  
a. Why do you believe this identity(ies) are most salient?  
2. How has your identity(ies) influenced your educational path?  
3. How do you think your PhD experience is the same or different from PhD students in your 
cohort?  
4. What support have you received as a doctoral student?  
5. How have your peers and faculty helped you to develop as a doctoral student?  
6. What else would you like to share with me?  
 
WRAP-UP Thank you for participating in the interview…  
• Remember that the thoughts you shared with me today will be used to …  
• Remember that your identity will remain private. What was said will remain confidential. 
• I will send you the transcript to review… 
• When you return the transcript, I will provide you with the prompt for the photo 
elicitation activity… 
• My contact information is … if you have any questions or concerns … 






















Photo Elicitation and Guided Reflection Guidelines 
 
Email with Transcription & Photo Elicitation Attachments:  
Good morning X,   
  
Happy Monday! Thank you again for participating in the study. I am attaching the transcription 
of our meeting for you to review. In addition, I am attaching the guidelines for the photo 
elicitation/reflection.  
  
A couple of notes on the transcription:  
• I have limited the use of some language (such as ums) for clarity of the transcript. Since I 
did not use the verbatim language in my IRB proposal, this is okay.  
• I inserted "the university" to keep the location protected.  
• For any names, I inserted a ________ or just used "my friend", etc.  
• There is one section where I am hoping you can provide a little more detail. I had added a 
comment about this in the Review format.  
For additions or clarifications, please track changes and add comments, etc. If you have any 
questions, please do not hesitate to reach out.  
  
If you could return the transcription, photos, and reflection to me by January 18, I would greatly 
appreciate it! If that does not work for you, please let me know when you will be able to return 
everything to me.  
  




Photo Elicitation & Guided Reflection 
 
Select or draw an image that represents your understanding of the doctoral student process before 
starting your program. Then select or draw an image that represents your experience as a 
doctoral student in an education program. Once you select your image, respond to the following 
questions in 750 words or less. Images and reflections will be shared with the Student Principal 
Investigator via email.  
 
Why did you select or draw each image? What about each image is significant to you? 
What are the differences between the images, if any?  
Which of your identities (if any) play a role in why you selected each image? Why or why not? 































Interview Memo/Notes Initial Coding Example– Phase 1  


























Photo Essay Memo Example Photo Essay Memo Example 






















Mission Statement Coding Process   
This table highlights the key words of doctoral education found in the mission statements for the 
specific institution, college, and program of each contributor. The numbers indicate the number 
of times the key word (knowledge/research, preparation, service, diversity/inclusion) appear in 
the particular statement.  
 
Institution  Knowledge/Research Preparation Service Diversity/Inclusion 
1 - South 6 4 3 3 
2- Northeast 5 1 3 1 
3 - West 13 4 8 0 
4 – West 4 3 4 0 
5 – South 3 0 5 2 
6 – West 3 0 2 0 
7 – West 1 0 8 0 
8 - Midwest 3 1 6 0 
9 – Midwest 7 0 9 1 
10 – Midwest 1 1 3 1 
11 - West 3 2 3 1 
 
College  Knowledge/Research Preparation Service Diversity/Inclusion 
1 - South 6 6 3 3 
2- Northeast 4 2 3 2 
3 - West 9 7 3 3 
4 – West 0 4 2 0 
5 – South 6 0 9 0 
6 – West 3 1 1 0 
7 – West 0 3 3 0 
8 - Midwest 3 1 7 1 
9 – Midwest 4 1 4 0 
10 – Midwest 2 1 5 1 








Program Knowledge/Research Preparation Service Diversity/Inclusion 
1 - South 2 3 2 1 
2- Northeast 4 7 4 2 
3 - West 3 1 0 3 
4 – West 0 4 1 2 
5 – South 1 2 0 0 
6 – West 3 0 3 6 
7 – West 5 3 0 0 
8 - Midwest 2 4 8 1 
9 – Midwest 7 4 1 0 
10 – Midwest 2 2 1 0 

















































Coding & Composite Characters  
Examples of Data Spreadsheet 
 




































Appendix L  
Composite Character Photo Essay Images  





















Initial Excitement The End is Always in Sight 
Starbuck’s – The Best 
Dissertation Committee 
Member 
The End Goal 
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Such a Rollercoaster! 
The Faculty Role 


























Discussions with Faculty A Collaborative Process 

















Learning & Research Faculty Led Discussions 
Working in Isolation Fracturing My Identity  
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Step By Step Process Clear Sunny Skies and Milestones 
What Will Happen? 
What Is Happening 





Always a Step Behind 
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Mul�ple devices to fix accessibil ity hurdles: 2 
laptops, tablet, android phone, external Bluetooth 
speaker, enlarged monitor and cochlear audio clip.
The never -ending edi�ng process 
when dealing with the imposter 
syndrome or self-doubt.
Documents for wri�ng 
assignments, stacked by 
topic and/or course.
 






















Pristine Plenty of Resources 
Coffee Shop  
Studying 
Balancing All the Things Organized Chaos 
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Julie: Before the Ph.D. Images 
 




















Solitary Studies Papers Everywhere 




Composite Character Creation Process 













NSF Data – Completed Education 
Doctoral Student Demographics 
Ivory Tower Study Participant 
Demographics – Round 1 & 2 (15 
Participants) 
The Seven Composite Characters 
Gender 
       Male – 31% 
       Female – 69% 
Gender 
       Male – 13% (2) 
       Female – 73% (11) 
       Queer – 13% (2) 
Gender 
       Male –  14% (1) 
       Female – 71% (5) 
       Queer – 14% (1) 
Race 
     African American/Black – 16% 
     American Indian - >1% 
     Asian - >1% 
     Hispanic/Latinx - >1% 
     More than 1 race - >1% 
     White – 64.5% 
Race 
     African American/Black – 20% (3) 
     American Indian – 0% 
     Asian – 0% 
     Hispanic/Latinx – 13% (2) 
     More than 1 race – 20% (3) 
     White – 46% (7) 
Race 
     African American/Black – 14% (1) 
     American Indian – 0% 
     Asian – 0% 
     Hispanic/Latinx – 29% (2) 
     More than 1 race – 14% (1) 
     White – 43% (3) 
Program 
     Education and Leadership – 12% 
     Higher Education - >1% 
     Curriculum & Instruction - >1% 
     Teacher Education - >1% 
     Teaching Fields - >1% 
     Education Policy Analysis – 6% 
Program 
     Education and Leadership – 6% (1) 
     Higher Education – 53% (8) 
     Curriculum & Instruction – 13% (2) 
     Teacher Education – 6% (1)  
     Teaching Fields – 0% 
     Education Policy Studies – 20% (3) 
Program 
     Education and Social Change–    
          14% (1) 
     Higher Education – 43% (3) 
     Teaching & Curriculum – 29% (2)         
     Education Policy Studies – 14% (1) 
Parent Education Attainment 
      High School or Less or Some       
      College – 29.6% 
      Bachelors/Master’s Degree-  
            48.6% 
      Ph.D. or Ed.D. -  21.4% 
Parent Education Attainment  
     High School or Some College- 
         60% (9) 
     Bachelors/Master’s Degree- 
         27% (4) 
     Ph.D. or Ed.D. -  13% (2) 
Parent Education Attainment  
     High School or Some College –   
          43% (3) 
     Bachelors/Master’s Degree –  
           29% (2) 
     Ph.D. or Ed.D. – 14%  (1) 
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Mark Marie – Female; dissertation challenges; full-time student; full-time higher 
education professional 
Jake – Male; gay; minimal challenges in program; full-time student; full-time 
higher education professional; physical health challenges 
Christine – Female; lesbian; full-time higher education professional 
Chelsea Mina – Multiracial; female; divorced (during program); had child during program; 
full-time student; full-time higher education professional 
Ellen – full-time higher education professional; challenges navigating doctoral 
education 
Heather – full-time higher education professional  
Amelia Molly – Female; married; fertility issues; full-time student; GRA position; parent; 
had baby while in program; white 
Mina – Fertility issues 
Christine – Advisor relationship/challenges navigating doctoral program 
Ellen – Female; white; married; full-time higher education; traveled for program; 
professional; full-time student; supportive husband 
Kathleen Valerie – Married; African American; female; full-time teacher; full-time student; 
GRA position; father Ph.D.; had COVID 
Denise – female; African American; full-time student; GRA position; father Ph.D. 
Ramon Enrique – Queer; Latinx, full-time student; full-time higher education professional; 
first-generation; mother passed during program; sexually assaulted in Ph.D. 
program; challenges with advisor; did not like  
Justin – Queer; Black; full-time student; full-time higher education professional; 
first-generation; mental and physical health challenges 
Jacob – Male; gay; first-generation; biracial; full-time student; mental health 
challenges started in Ph.D. program; challenges navigating doctoral program; 
challenges with advisor 
Valencia Diana – Female; Latinx; single-mother; caregiver; full-time student; has hearing 
loss; issues with accommodations  
Christine – Female; white; married; full-time student; GRA position; changed 
programs; family mental and physical health challenges 
Ellen – traveled for program  
Julie Lisa – Full-time student; female; married; older student (over 40); GRA position; 
physical health challenges started during Ph.D. program; challenges with 
accommodations 
Naomi – Female; divorced; older student (over 40); full-time employed; full-time 
student; GTA position  
Heather – Female; first-generation; lesbian; older student (over 40); full-time 
higher education professional; full-time student  
 
 
 
 
